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Introduction 

Judaism has, yet, much to teach the world. The Jewish education of most Jews in 

America stopped when they were Bar or Bat Mitzvah. What they remember from their 

Jewish education are childish stories, interesting customs and intellectually unsatisfying 

material. Since they stopped their Jewish education when they were children this is the 

way it has to be. When Judaism was presented to them, it was presented to them in a way 

suitable for children. Judaism for them, today, is childish because they never pursued 

Judaism on an adult level. But Judaism is definitely not childish. Judaism is the most 

intellectual of all religions. Its highly developed system of looking at the world can be 

intellectually stimulating to the most educated and its insights into human passions and 

modern problems are as relevant as always. Not everybody may agree with its insights 

but nobody can dismiss them as infantile or primitive. 

The purpose of the essays and thoughts in this book is to present the underlying 

values of Judaism and to explain how they relate to the modern world. Judaism deals with 

all the major issues of our day. It has its own point of view, a point of view which is 

worth looking at. Love, joy, responsibility, happiness, inspiration, human limitation, 

human fragmentation, alienation, loneliness, individuality, freedom, family, 

communication, etc., have exercised Jewish thought for thousands of years and are dealt 

with in these essays. I have tried to make explicit what 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 help us confront our human condition, our frailties, 

our passions and our problems and that, by so doing, we will gain a better insight into 

ourselves and Judaism’s teachings. 
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Bereishees 

Friendship 

Over and over again, people have told me, “But Rabbi, I would have liked 

to have helped, I would really have liked to have visited him in the hospital. I 

meant to attend that Simcha. I was prepared to have volunteered for that project, 

but you know how busy I am. It just can’t be done. When I get the free time I’ll be 

sure then to help. My work takes all my energies.” 

At first glance, this attitude seems plausible and even reasonable. After all, as we 

learn in the first Torah portion, Bereishees, man was created to rule the earth, he was 

created to rule over nature, to find out its secrets and to manipulate it so that he could 

enjoy a comfortable and better life. Man was created to meet the challenges of the 

external world, to be successful in business, in the trades, professions or in any other 

occupation he chooses. His object is, through hard work, skill, and brain power, to make 

a niche for himself in the world. This is all true, but it is only half true. There is 

something else that we need to do in life. Adam ruled the whole world. He could impose 

his will on it whenever he chose, but in the beginning he was missing something. He was 

alone and he knew it. He needed companionship. All of us have an existential loneliness 

that we need to dispel. More than success in our occupation, we need friends, we need 

companionship. 

This point, I believe, is brought home fully in the story of Cain and Abel. Cain 

kills Abel but even in the sentence which describes his murder, Abel is described as 

Cain’s brother. Cain knows that he is his brother and that he has remained his brother and 

that even after he has killed him that he was his brother. He did not kill him because he 

no longer conceived of him as his brother, he killed him because he got in his way, 

because he hindered him from fulfilling what he thought was life’s only purpose. 

The word, “Cain”, in Hebrew comes from the Hebrew word which means to 

acquire. Cain wanted to acquire and gain power over everything. He felt that this was 

man’s task in life. Abel, on the other hand, was interested in people. The name, “Abel”, 

comes from the Hebrew word which means breath. Abel was a conversationalist. Abel 

was a Roeh Tzon which can mean in Hebrew a spiritual leader. To him, things were not 

important, power was not important. Friendship and things of the spirit were important to 

him. It meant that if he, Abel, would have to choose between people and things, he would 

choose people. 

This point is driven home even more sharply by the answer which Cain gave to 

God after God asked Cain where his brother was. Cain, who had just killed his brother, 

answered, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” The word in Hebrew for keeper is a strange 

word. Cain does not use the word which we would expect, Arav. The word, “Arav”, is 

the word for a business guarantee. Cain could conceive of himself as his brother’s Arav, 

as his business guarantor, but he could never conceive of himself as his brother’s Shomer. 

He could not be his brother’s keeper because the word, “Shomer”, means to guard or to 
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watch. He felt under no obligation to guard or watch or altruistically help his brother. At 

the most, any type of relationship he could, have, had to be in terms of Arav. 

The friendship which Arav describes is a friendship which is based on personal 

gain. It is the type of friendship which a person cultivates because it will either help him 

social climb, help him relieve his melancholy, or be good for business, but it is not a type 

of friendship which is indicated by the word, “Shomer”, which means someone who will 

help no matter what, someone who will always share joys and sorrows, and someone 

who, especially, will guard a friend even from himself. 

Cain ended up a wanderer. He was forced to go from place to place because he 

could never establish any real relationship with anyone. All his focus was on acquiring 

things, on gaining dominion. He never was able to solve life’s basic problem which is to 

rid ourselves of our deep and existential loneliness. This can only be done through true 

friendship. 

Unfortunately, in our day there are too many people who do not realize this. They 

have concentrated so long and hard on acquiring things that they do not know any longer 

how to be a friend. They have lost the knack of getting along with people and they are 

suffering. These are the people who tell me, “Rabbi, I have no time to help. I have no 

time to be a friend. I have no time to go to the Simcha or to comfort a mourner.” To them 

the story of Cain and Abel speaks. 

All I can say to them is to make time, otherwise, you may win the world but 

you’ll always be unhappy because you will never have solved the existential problem of 

human loneliness. May we all through working together be drawn closer to each other 

and, thus, to life’s true purposes. 

Does your inner being shine? 

In the Torah portion which we read in Shul last Shabbos, Bereishis, we read a 

very curious thing. In this, the first portion of the Torah, we learn how, on the first day, 

God created light. But how could this possibly be since according to this same portion of 

the Torah God did not create the sun until the fourth day? What’s more, at the end of 

every day of creation, the Torah states “And it was evening and morning the second day, 

third day, etc.” But at the end of the first day all the Torah states is that “It was evening 

and it was morning one day.” 

Why doesn’t it say the first day? Why one day? 

It seems to me that these two questions are related. Our Rabbis tell us that the 

light that was created the first day was a spiritual light. It was and is the spiritual light 

which is embedded deep in all created things and which, according to tradition, is 

reserved for the tzadikim, the righteous. According to Judaism, every created thing has a 

tiny spark of divinity within it and it is up to each of us to bring this little spark out. Each 

of us has an inner light which we can feel and bring out if we want to. The reason the 

Torah says one day instead of the first day is to teach us that any day we want, we can 

begin to bring out this inner light. We can’t alibi and say, “I didn’t receive a good Jewish 
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education, I’m too old to change.” Any day is good to begin. It needn’t be just in the first 

days of our youth. However, once one begins, then he must go on to the second, third, 

fourth day, etc., if he is to feel the light. Unfortunately, there are too many people who 

feel that they are too old to make their inner life shine and others who think that through 

drugs and other shortcuts they can bring out their inner light. To both of them this portion 

speaks. 

Are you an aleph or a bet? 

Last Shabbos in Shul, we began reading the Torah again. As is well known, the 

first word of the Torah is Bereishees, “In the beginning”. Some Rabbis, in the past, 

expressed great surprise that the Torah should start with that word. In fact, when the 

Torah was translated into Greek in the 3rd Century B. C. E. the first word they chose was 

not “In the Beginning” but “God”. What’s more, the Rabbis asked, why should the first 

letter be a Bet and not an Aleph? Aleph is the first letter in the alphabet. Why was it 

ignored in favor of the second letter, “Bet”? 

The answer to these questions, to my mind, lies in the fact that the letter Aleph 

also stands for the number one in Hebrew and the letter Bet for the number two. The 

Torah purposefully did not start with the word God because the Torah is not a book about 

how God should live in the world, but how man should live in it. God is completely one. 

God is completely self-sufficient and whole. We are not. We need each other. We and all 

human society live under the letter Bet, the symbol of the need a human being has for 

another human being. No man can live relying only on the egotistical fulfillment of his 

own oneness. No man is an Aleph. Too many people don’t realize this. They think that 

happiness can come only with egofulfillment. To them the first letter of the Torah speaks. 

You are not God. You cannot stand alone. You need others. Don’t be fooled. You, 

because you are a man, are a Bet and not an Aleph. Are you involved with others? 
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Noah 

Perseverance 

The High Holiday season, with all its inspiration and beauty, has now ended. 

We all were moved by the call of the Shofar, purified by the fast of Yom Kippur, 

elevated by the feast of Succoth and exhilarated by the holiday of Simchas Torah. We are 

now prepared to greet the new year. The greatest achievement in Judaism comes not from 

the momentary exalted experiences but from learning how to face and then transform the 

ordinary common experiences of life so that they become experiences of great beauty and 

spiritual satisfaction. 

In the Torah portion Noah, which we just read in the Synagogue, we learn how 

Noah was commanded to build an ark, so that he and his family and the animals with him 

could be saved from the flood. Couldn’t God have saved them another way? According 

to the Rabbis, it took Noah 120 years to build the Ark. Why couldn’t God have just saved 

Noah by having him and -the animals gather at a certain point and then prevent the flood 

from coming there? Why did Noah have to do all this work? What’s more, why did the 

Torah have to tell us that Noah, after the flood, first sent a raven which never returned to 

the Ark and then he sent a dove which came back empty handed? Only after Noah sent 

the dove a second time did it bring back an olive branch in its beak. Why couldn’t the 

Torah have just said that when Noah found that the waters had subsided, he and his 

family left the Ark and began a new life? What’s all this about a raven and the dove 

having to make two flights and then the olive branch etc... ? 

It seems to me that we have spelled out here one of Judaism’s major lessons. The 

raven is a noisy, quarrelsome bird which lives off carrion and the remains of others, while 

the dove is a quiet, gentle bird which feeds on seeds, plants and grasses. It makes its own 

living and follows its own course. Noah and his family could not save themselves, could 

not learn to live the good, the moral life by following the raven. They had to follow the 

dove. We must, also, so to speak, save ourselves from the flood and from all of life’s 

perils. We must do this by quietly working and persevering, following our own course 

and not living off others. God did not do everything for Noah. He had him work hard 

first. Only then could he be safe, and build a good life, a satisfying life for himself and 

his family. The dove, too, did not succeed on its first try. And what’s more, even the olive 

branch that it obtained on its second try was a bitter fruit, but the dove knew, as Noah 

knew, that quiet perseverance in the face of life, its floods, and its problems can 

overcome everything and create great beauty, happiness, joy and spiritual satisfaction. 

We, too, if we quietly persevere can transform our lives and our institutions into 

things of great beauty, happiness and spiritual satisfaction. We, however, must work at it 

every day and not feel that we can attain it by only devoting a few days a year to it. It’s 

hard work but it’s worth it. May we all learn how to transform the ordinary into the 

extraordinary and, thus, attain great spiritual satisfaction. 
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What must come first? 

One of the most puzzling episodes in the whole Torah is the story of the Tower of 

Babel. All we are told is that the people of that day gathered together and decided to build 

a tower. Although it is clear from the text that this was regarded as a rebellion against 

God, it is nowhere stated what it was that particularly constituted this rebellion. After all, 

the Torah encourages throughout, and even demands that man use all the bounties of 

nature to create and build. What possibly could be wrong with their constructing a tower? 

What was their sin? 

Many commentators have directed their attention to this question. One of the 

leading commentators of our day, B. Kaufman, claims that this tower episode marks the 

beginning of religious evil in the world -- the perversion of religion to achieve some 

limited, basically nonreligious purpose. In the Midrash we learn something about the 

values of the tower builders. The Midrash describes the tower and how the tower builders 

operated. 

When a man would fall and be killed nobody would pay attention. When, 

however, a brick would fall and break, everyone would sit down and cry “Woe unto us! 

How can we ever replace our loss?” They judged their religious success not by how well 

they protected human values and preserved human dignity but by what kind of a building 

they were to have. What was important to them was the tower. All they worried about 

was the material, concrete aspects of religion. What is it they said when they decided to 

build their tower? “Come, let us build a pity and a tower, with its top in heaven, and let us 

make a name for ourselves.” They weren’t interested in a tower for true religious reasons. 

They were interested in it only because they wanted to make a name for themselves. 

Therefore, they were willing to sacrifice people’s feelings, people’s pride, people’s self-

respect, even people, themselves, in order to achieve their objective. This, then, was the 

sin of the generation of the tower. 

We, too, must ever be on the lookout so that when we do things in the name of 

religion, we do them with a pure heart. We should never feel that our projects, no matter 

whether they be big or small, entitle us to sacrifice another person’s dignity or 

self-respect. In religion human values must come first, bricks second. 

Can evil come out of good? 

The Torah portion which we will read in Shul this Shabbos is Noah. In it we learn 

about the great flood which God brought upon the earth to destroy a corrupt society. 

I have often wondered why God chose the medium of water to bring destruction 

upon humanity. In popular imagination destruction is most often thought of in terms of 

fire. It seems to me that this use of water as the agent of destruction is meant to teach us 

an important lesson. Water is almost always thought of as a good thing. Without water 

we could not live. Our crops wouldn’t grow and we, ourselves, would quickly 

perish from thirst. Water is a precious commodity, something to be highly prized, 
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something for which a community should direct much of its resources and energy. 

However, and this is what should be remembered, it, too, can cause destruction.  

In Noah’s time, the bible tells us there lived many giants of the mind and 

body who were proficient in many things. Unfortunately, in their concentration on 

certain aspects of life, they were not beyond exploiting others. They may have 

meant to actually improve society, but they ended up in only corrupting it. In our 

day, too, there are many people who are involved in all sorts of projects which, if 

successful, might benefit mankind. But because of their wholehearted devotion to 

certain goals they find that they have no time to devote to their families or to 

religious institutions which seek to balance society and keep it on an even keel. 

These people think their work is important and who can argue with them. After all, 

isn’t water important? Without it, wouldn’t we die? Yes, that’s true. But with too 

much of it we will, also, die. What society needs, in addition to skilled specialists, 

are people who feel their prime responsibility is not just to their profession or 

society but to all mankind. 

What’s mankind to you? 

In the Torah portion, Noah, we learned about the flood, the almost total 

destruction of mankind. For us who live in the modern world, this vision of mankind’s 

destruction is not a strange or remote one. We live with it and we dread it. I’ve often 

wondered why our modern world is so worried about it. Magazine articles, novels, 

movies and serious tracts all take up the threat of our possible destruction and all 

uniformly lament what a terrible thing it would be if mankind destroyed itself. Why? 

Why all this weeping? Whether or not mankind succeeds in destroying itself, nothing is 

going to change for us individually. Each of us is going to be destroyed. Each of us is 

going to die. What’s the difference whether we all die together or singly as we do 

now? True, the universe will be bereft of mankind, but so what? It seems to me that 

this terrible worry about the destruction of mankind has its roots in some primal 

understanding which we all share. We all instinctively know that the universe 

without man is unthinkable, that without man the universe and even God, in some 

sense, would be incomplete, that mankind serves a purpose and is needed to 

complete some divine plan. 

Unfortunately, in our day there are many people who even though they seem 

deeply troubled by the thought of a vanished mankind, live selfishly. Their 

selfishness proclaims that man has no collective purpose, that each man lives only 

for himself. For them, in truth, mankind ends when they end. 
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Lech Lecha 

Be a blessing 

Life is difficult. Nobody can deny that. There are so many things that are 

unpredictable. What we can do and what we cannot do, so many times does not depend 

on us. In fact, we cannot take credit for most of the things we are. We cannot take credit 

for the fact that we have a high or low I. Q., whether we can sing or have other talents, 

whether we are strong or short or tall. All these things were given to us when we were 

born. We cannot take credit for any of them. All we can take credit for is how we have 

developed the talents that were given to us. Sometimes a retarded individual is worthy of 

much greater respect than the most famous scientist because it took the retarded person 

much more effort just to learn how to feed and dress himself than it took the scientist to 

make his discoveries. 

But more than that, we cannot even claim credit for the opportunities we have 

been given to develop our talents because whether or not we can develop our talents 

depends upon where we are born, when we are born and to whom we are born. The most 

momentous moment in our lives is really the moment of conception when it was 

determined what characteristics and talents we would possess and to whom and where we 

would be born. We have to play life with the cards that are dealt us. None of us is self-

made or self-contained. 

In the Torah portion, Lech Lecha, we learn how Abraham was commanded to 

leave his land and his birthplace and the house of his father and go to a land which God 

would show him. God told him “Lech Lecha” which literally means “go for yourself’. 

God told him that he had to leave Mesopotamia. He was to lose everything he had built. 

But God told him not to worry and assured him that his leaving was necessary and that 

He would make him a great nation, that He would bless him with material things, and that 

He would make his name great. Then God said “And be a blessing”. Abraham was told 

that he must be a blessing. Abraham was told that the blessings he would receive would 

not be worth anything unless he was a blessing. Unless he could relate to others, all these 

other blessings he would receive would be useless. 

Life has its ups and downs. Abraham, by leaving Mesopotamia, was going to lose 

his wealth, his reputation and his social standing. But it was necessary. Even Abraham’s 

father, Terach, the idol worshipper, left Ur Caldees in order to go to Canaan. He knew 

things could not go on the way they were, but he only got as far as Charan. Charan in 

Hebrew means anger. He could accomplish nothing. He tried to change things by being 

angry. He was totally negative. He wanted to destroy everything. Therefore, he was not 

effective. The word “Canaan” in Hebrew means to answer positively, honestly. In order 

to get to Canaan you have to be positive. You have to know how to relate to others. You 

must know how to be a blessing. Judaism does not believe in the Greek ideal of the self-

contained man. Nobody is self-contained. We must relate to others and be a blessing if 

we are to accomplish anything. 
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God told Abraham “I will bless you with wealth and fame but they really are not 

going to do you any good unless you are a blessing”. We spend so much time and energy 

in this country trying to be rich and famous but these things come and go. Fame is so 

fleeting. Who of you can name the Nobel prize winners of 1910? Who remembers the 

richest men in Houston in 1920? Not only are fame and power and riches fleeting but, 

also, all our accomplishments and increased knowledge are two-edged swords. The more 

progress we make in genetics, the more power we give to a future dictator to make a 

human sub-race. The more knowledge and progress we make in physics, the better 

atomic and hydrogen bombs we learn to make. The more progress we make in chemistry, 

the better and more effective poisons we give in the hand of some ruthless despot. 

Knowledge is neutral. It is up to us to use it well. This we can only do if we will be a 

blessing. If we will not be a blessing, we will destroy society’s moral base. Without this 

moral base, all our scientific advances wish be worth nothing and will even hasten our 

destruction. 

What does it mean to be a blessing? The Hebrew word for blessing is Brocha. The 

same letters in Hebrew that spell Brocha also spell “spring of water”. Just as a spring of 

water is pure and refreshing and always giving, so must we be. The word, “Brocha” in 

Hebrew itself has many meanings besides the English term “blessing”. It means to greet. 

We must know how to greet people, how to have a warm personality, how to sympathize 

and empathize with others. We must know how to share our warmth with others. Brocha, 

also, means to congratulate. We must help other people celebrate their simchas. 

Alienation, loneliness is the greatest curse of mankind because it leads to self-hatred and 

violence. 

Brocha also means “to praise”. We must know how to take an interest in others, 

especially our children. The best investment a person can make in Judaism is to invest in 

his children. Life is up and down. You can lose your stocks and your property and your 

bonds but you can never lose your skills and your talents and the character you have. If 

you give your children the opportunity to develop their skills and you give them a good 

Jewish education to develop their character, you give them something they can never 

lose. 

Brocha, also, means “to show gratitude”, to realize that we owe a lot to many 

people and, therefore, we ought not to bear grudges and to look for scapegoats. We Jews 

have much yet to teach the world. The Holocaust proved several things. One, that modern 

civilization can only uplift individuals but not society as a whole. The world needs 

Judaism for that. Secondly, that fortune is fleeting. The most important thing in life is to 

teach a person how to be a blessing, how to be a true friend to everyone. This lifts up not 

only individuals but, also, society as a whole. 

God blessed Abraham by saying that he would become a great nation. The world 

needs us to know how to make good nations. Western civilization can only make good 

individuals. The ideal of the self-contained individual can only lead to immoral ruthless 

societies. Even today we Jews are considered a redundant, superfluous people. According 

to Western civilization, we should have disappeared 2000 years ago. Our contribution 
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ended then and since we really are not needed, it does not make any difference whether 

or not we survive. And most certainly, if we get in the way, we should be crushed. 

This is not a Jewish ideal. No people should be crushed. God tells Abraham “You 

be a blessing. If you will be a blessing, I will bless those that bless you and those that 

curse you O’ohr” which in Hebrew can mean, “I will enlighten.” 

Let us all realize that our main job is to be a blessing. None of us is so great and 

mighty that we can crush anybody. Our talents and even the opportunity to develop them 

were given to us. What we are supposed to do is to be a blessing so that our talents and 

our accomplishments and the talents and accomplishments of others will not destroy us 

but will let us lead richer, fuller lives. Then life will not be so difficult. Let us all be a 

blessing. 

Are you a blessing? 

In the beginning of the Torah portion which we will read in Shul this Shabbos, 

Lech Lecha, we will learn how God tells Abraham to leave Mesopotamia and promises him 

that he will be a blessing, that all the families of the earth will be blessed because of him. 

The juxtaposition of these two concepts has often invoked comment. What is the 

connection between them? After all, what did Abraham’s leaving his father’s land have to 

do with his becoming a blessing? 

Many have sought the connection but, to my mind, the best answer offered is the 

one which states that in order to become a blessing, a person has to evaluate his life and 

determine what is important and what is not. A person has to, so to speak, remove 

himself for a while from his general routine and determine whether or not he really is 

contributing what he should to make this world a better place. There are too many of us 

who just assume that we can’t do things for the community or the Synagogue because we 

have no time. We’re fully occupied. We’ve never taken the time out to examine our 

activities to determine whether or not what we’re doing is important. All we know is that 

we’re busy. We haven’t considered whether or not we could do anything for others. 

The Torah tells us that this is wrong. If we want to be a blessing, first we must 

evaluate our activities. After we’ve done so, we will find that we have lots of time to help 

get all those things done which need doing in our community. 

Israel is the promised land 

There is a famous story told about the late Chief Rabbi of Israel, Rabbi Isaac 

Herzog, who in 1942 was visiting this country. While he was here, Rommel began 

making his way rapidly along the North African coast and was knocking on the doors 

of Alexandria. Right before the battle of El Alemain, Rabbi Herzog decided that now 

was time for him to go home and he made arrangements to fly back to Israel. His 

friends tried to dissuade him by pointing out the dangers a Nazi takeover of Palestine 

would pose. 
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He answered them by saying that he had a tradition that the Torah speaks only of 

two destructions of Israel, not three. And truly in the Torah portion, Lech Lecha, God 

promises the land of Israel to Abraham three times. And it is only in the third promise 

that He puts it in the form of a covenant. The first promise occurs after Abraham enters 

the land (Chapter 15, Verse 7). The Rabbis explain that the first two promises refer to the 

first and second temples and to their subsequent destruction and to the two resulting 

exiles; while the third promise refers to the third rebuilding of Israel which will be 

everlasting and which will occur, as symbolized by the covenant, which appeared to 

Abraham as a going out from a smoking furnace and as a flaming torch. When Israel will 

return and regain possession of her land she will come out of a smoking furnace and a 

flaming torch. Israel will then remain in her land forever and the third promise will be 

fulfilled. 

It is good to remember these things in these days of gloom and pessimistic 

projections. “In every generation they rise up against us to destroy us” but as the 

Haggada says “the Holy One, Blessed Be He saves us from their hand.” 

It is true that there is a fourth promise in this Torah portion, and that occurred 

when Abraham was commanded about the rite of circumcision. There is only one way 

that the Jewish people can lose the right to the land of Israel and that is if we stop being 

Jews, if we don’t care any more. As far as the Torah is concerned, no one can take it 

away from us. Only we, by our unconcern and failure to appreciate the land and its 

opportunities, can lose it. At this time of Israel’s Independence Day, it is good to think 

about these things. Do you care? 

Anticipating the needs of others 

In the Sedra, Lech Lecha which we read in Shul last week, we find recounted an 

interesting episode. Lot, Abraham’s nephew, separates from Abraham and decides to 

make his home in Sodom. After he becomes established there, the city of Sodom, in 

league with neighboring cities, rebels against the suzerainty of Chedorloomar. The 

rebellion is crushed and Lot, along with most of the inhabitants of Sodom, is taken 

captive. When Abraham hears about this, he raises an army and by employing some 

shrewd strategy, he manages to rout Lot’s captors. The King of Sodom (not a captive) is, 

of course, delighted and comes to greet Abraham. But before we learn what takes place 

between them, the Torah interpolates a seemingly irrelevant incident. It tells us how 

Malke-Zedek, an early king of Jerusalem and a righteous man, brought Abraham some 

bread and wine and then blessed him. It, then, returns to the King of Sodom and tells us 

how he told Abraham to keep the goods he rescued and to just return the people to him. 

Abraham returns the goods and the people. 

Our Rabbis are puzzled about why the Torah interpolates the incident of Malke-

Zedek. Many answers are given to this question, but the best, to my mind, is that given 

by the Or Hahayyim. He says that the story of Malke-Zedek is put there to point out the 

difference between a righteous and a wicked person. Sodom, as you know, was a seat of 

wickedness and was eventually destroyed because of its wickedness. The King of 

Sodom was its true representative. He was concerned only about himself. He didn’t 
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care one whit for Abraham. He came with a demand because, by right, Abraham didn’t 

have to give the King anything, neither the goods nor the people. Malke-Zedek, on the 

other hand, stood to gain nothing from Abraham, yet he saw Abraham as a person and 

tried to anticipate his needs. He gave rest and nourishment to a stranger, to a weary 

man. Let us all hope that we are not so self-centered that we fail to realize that the 

people we deal with are human beings and that we must anticipate and fill their valid 

needs, and not be like the people of Sodom, thinking only of ourselves. 
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Vayera 

Two types of hope 

Many times people come to me and say, “Rabbi, please tell me the one thing that I 

can do to make my life right once and for all. Tell me the one thing that I must do so that 

I will have no more problems, no more inner conflict, no more depression, no more 

feelings of insecurity or tension.” These people want me to give them a magic formula 

which will immediately make them into different kinds of people. They want me to give 

them a one shot remedy which will allow them to have no more problems in this world. 

“Tell me the right message,” they say, “so that I can become perfect.” Unfortunately, I 

cannot. 

In the Jewish view of things, man cannot be redeemed by a one-shot remedy. We 

do not believe that we can ever find perfection and solve all problems in this life by a 

one-shot effort. We must always work toward perfection although none of us will ever 

achieve it. Our job in this world is to do one mitzvah after another, to solve one problem 

after another as they arise. God has put us in an imperfect world. It is our job to be His 

partner in creation and to help Him perfect the world, beginning with ourselves. After we 

have perfected this world as much as we can, God will send the Messiah who will 

complete the job. According to Judaism, the philosopher Hegel. was only partially right 

when he spoke about a thesis and an antithesis which will then result in a synthesis. We 

say that there is a thesis and an antithesis but that in this life there is no perfect synthesis. 

We do not know all the answers and we cannot know all the answers. When we solve one 

problem, another problem springs up from our very solution. In this life, we must 

constantly strive. 

Judaism is a religion of hope but there are two types of hope. There is the hope 

which says that if I will only do one thing, I will be able to solve all my problems and 

find perfection. There is another type of hope which says that partial solutions are 

worthwhile, that solving one problem even though there will be others is much better 

than solving no problems at all. Going to the doctor is important even though in the end 

some sickness will claim us. Our lot is to solve as many problems as we can. This is the 

Jewish hope. The Jewish hope says that man cannot be radically transformed by anything 

he does, but he can, if he learns to solve the problems around him, lead a good and 

productive and satisfying life. 

In the story of the Akedah, the binding of Yitzchak, which is found in the Torah 

portion, Vayera, we have demonstrated these basic Jewish teachings. Abraham is called 

upon to sacrifice his son, Yitzchak. This is considered Abraham’s greatest test. Why 

should this be considered Abraham’s greatest test? After all, it was Yitzchak who was 

going to be slaughtered. Why isn’t this considered Yitzchak’s test? Now if you want to 

say that it is because Yitzchak was a little boy and did not know what was going on, this 

is refuted by Jewish teaching which states that Yitzchak was 37 years old at the time of 

the Akedah. He was a mature person who knew and accepted what was going on. This 

should be called Yitzchak’s test and not Abraham’s test. What’s more, what was so great 

about Abraham’s obeying God’s command? God spoke to him and told him what to do. 
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If any of us knew for sure that God was speaking to us, wouldn’t we do what we were 

commanded, too? The major problem in life is usually that everything is ambiguous. We 

are not sure what we should do. We do not have inner clarity. We have so many things 

pulling at us and we must choose. The conflicts of life usually arise because we must 

choose between two goods, not between good and evil. Abraham had a clarity of vision 

which we all lack. Why should this be considered his greatest test? 

I believe if we will look to what happened at the end of this episode, we will see 

why this was Abraham’s greatest test. Abraham took a ram that was caught in a thicket 

by its horns. The ram’s horn, or the shofar, is a symbol of hope in Judaism. What was 

being called into question here was the whole Jewish conception of hope. Unfortunately, 

many Jews throughout the ages have been called upon to sacrifice their lives for their 

religion. This was not to be something new. Six million Jews in our own day were killed 

for no reason except that they were Jews. What was being called into question here was 

the whole concept of the Jewish view of how to lead a good and satisfying life and how 

to bring perfection to the world. 

Abraham had been teaching for years that one good deed after another improves 

the world and makes life better. Man had to start by perfecting himself and the world 

around him. Man had to constantly and continuously add one good deed to another. 

Partial solutions were worth fighting for. They were worthy of our efforts. All of a 

sudden this ideal of partial hope was being called into question by a radical type of hope 

which said that all we have to do is some gigantic magical type action and we will be 

transformed and the world will be transformed. Continuous constant effort is not needed. 

Sacrifice your son and the world will be redeemed. It will be instantly perfected. 

This idea has great force. We saw, in our age, how so many people were beguiled 

by it into thinking that they could create a new man. All they had to do was institute 

communism or radical socialism or return to nature or embrace free love, etc. All these 

types of radical hope which claim that man can perfect himself by some instant 

embracing of particular actions or creeds is destructive and false. God told Abraham “do 

not sacrifice your son” and Abraham lifted his eyes and he saw a ram, an “ayil” which in 

Hebrew can mean a power. He saw that he had to grab hold of the power behind him, 

within him which was struggling in the thicket with its horns. Hope requires effort, 

constant effort. We have to seize the power within us and use it constantly and 

continuously to perfect ourselves and the world. 

There is a comment by Rabbi Chanina Ben Dosa who says that nothing from that 

ram went to waste. Its ashes were the basis of the inner altar. This refers to the inner life 

of man. Man can seize the power within himself and begin to perfect himself and the 

world but only by constantly learning how to work at problems even if they cannot be 

solved all at one time. He must learn how to be defeated, how to still come back after 

being ignored or outvoted, how never to give up. The sinews of the ram were ten and, 

according to Rabbi Chanina, they stood for the ten strings on David’s harp. 

Knowing that we can overcome problems, that we can martial our energies gives 

us great joy. It is not through some magical act that we are going to better things but by 
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harnessing our energies and putting them to work in the right way. Judaism says that you 

need joy in order to perfect yourself and the world. The skin of the ram became the belt 

of Elijah the prophet. We all need courage and with courage we can overcome. The left 

horn of the ram, Rabbi Chanina says, stands for the shofar that was blown on Mount 

Sinai. We have the Torah which teaches us how to solve our problems, which gives us a 

blueprint which we must implement. The right horn of the ram will be blown, according 

to Rabbi Chanina, at the end of days when the Messiah will come. After we have 

harnessed our energies to the fullest, utilizing them with joy and courage to implement 

the laws of morality, kindness and compassion as written in our Torah, God will send the 

Messiah who will complete the job. 

Yes, When people come to see me and ask me, “Rabbi, tell me one thing I can do 

to solve my problems”, I can’t tell them one thing but I can tell them that if they will get 

a hold of their own energies and direct them with joy and courage according to the 

principles of our faith, they will be able to lead a satisfying and happy life. May we all 

lead such a life in the years ahead. 

How do you find peace? 

In the Torah portion which we read in Shul last Shabbos, Vayera, we read a 

curious thing. We read how God appears to Abraham. All of a sudden Abraham spies out 

three strangers approaching. Abraham then, according to the traditional 

interpretation of the text, turns to God and, in effect says, “Don’t go away, I’ll be 

right back, I have some important business to do”. Then he leaves God and goes to 

welcome the strangers into his home. From this, the Rabbis learn that welcoming 

guests is even more important than welcoming the Shechinah, God’s presence. 

How can this be? What can this possibly mean? After all, isn’t one of man’s main 

goals finding and holding communion with the Master of All?  

It seems to me that we have here one of the main teachings of Judaism, and 

that is Judaism’s teaching of how man can feel most human, how man can come to 

terms with himself and with his Maker. Some religions and philosophies say that 

man can best find himself and come into harmony with the universe by practicing  

solitude, by seeking out basically deep inner experiences which have no relation to 

others. Judaism rejects this approach. 

To Judaism, life is with people. One can only feel most human, most in 

tume with the world and with his Maker when he is with others . Loneliness is the 

worst curse that can befall any man. Man was not meant to be alone. Loneliness 

does not enhance one’s peace but distorts it. Abraham knew that he could reach 

God much more easily by being with people than by being alone. That’s, also, 

probably why Mt. Moriah, the Temple Mount, is Judaism’s holy site and not Mt. 

Sinai. Although it’s true that Moses received the Torah on Mt. Sinai, he was alone 

there. It was on Mt. Moriah that one Jew was willing to sacrifice for another Jew 

and that is where we can more easily find God. Where we have one Yud in Hebrew 

we have only Yachid, loneliness. Where we have two Yudeem we have the name 

of God. How do you become fully human? How do you find peace?  
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Do you only bring good news? 

In the Torah portion which we read in Shul last Shabbos, Vayera, we learned 

how Abraham entertained three wayfayers in his home. These three men, it turned out, 

were really angels of the Lord, each with a special mission to carry out. One had been 

sent to tell Sarah the good news that she was going to have a baby, another had been sent 

to destroy Sodom, while the third had been sent to heal Abraham and to rescue Lot, 

Abraham’s nephew, from Sodom before it was to be destroyed. Abraham, our Rabbis tell 

us, had just been circumcised and, as such, needed healing. The Rabbis also teach us that 

the reason God had to send three angels is because angels are really one-dimensional 

creatures who can carry out only one type of mission at a time. 

In Judaism, man is really higher than the angels. The question, though, can be 

asked why were the missions of healing Abraham and saving Lot combined? And if we 

will answer because it is really the same type of mission, why couldn’t the mission of 

telling Sarah the good news be combined with either the saving of Lot or the healing of 

Abraham? It seems to me that here we have a very profound lesson which needs 

repeating in our day. In order to get things done to help people who need help, to rescue 

people from trouble, good words are not enough, actions are needed, and not all types of 

actions, but actions that begin with healing and do not begin by destroying. Only healing 

actions, one after another, can do the job. Unfortunately, in our day, there are too many 

people who just want to give advice, who just want to bring us their good opinions, their 

good news, but who don’t want to back their words up with healing, constructive actions. 

To them, our sedra speaks. Words, alone, can neither help nor rescue anyone. 

Do you want to help? Then learn how to act in a healing, constructive manner. Do 

you want to accomplish something? Then bring more than good news. What do you 

bring? Do you only bring good news or do you also help? 
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Chaye Sarah 

More than facts 

Life has many vantage points. Many people come to me with different stories. 

Most of them mean well and almost always their stories are true, at least in the main. The 

facts that they recount are basically accurate, but the conclusions they draw from these 

facts and the subtle nuances which emanate from their recital of their stories are 

sometimes misleading. 

We do not live in a vacuum. Most of the things that we do and say have more than 

one meaning. Most of the time these people mean something much more than the 

described facts. It is in the interpretation of the described facts that these people get into 

trouble. Sometimes people read symbolic meaning into harmless gestures while at other 

times certain gestures which seem innocuous have deep and sometimes hostile meanings. 

Lifting up a hand can either be a ‘salute, an act of defiance, a hostile act or the beginning 

of an admission of defeat. It just depends how and in what context it is done. 

In the Torah portion, Chayai Sara, we learn about the subtlety of human 

expression. We learn how after the death of Sarah, Abraham buys a burial plot for her. In 

the ensuing discussion between him and Ephron a price is arrived at in a very indirect 

way, a price which, by the way, is exhorbitant. Later on in this Torah portion we learn 

how Abraham sends his faithful servant, Eliezer, to find a wife for his son, Isaac. 

This narrative is repeated at least three times. In fact, the longest chapter in the 

whole Torah is the chapter which deals with how Eliezer was charged with his mission of 

securing Isaac a bride, how he went on his mission, how he set up certain conditions in 

order to choose Isaac’s bride, how these conditions were fulfilled, how he recounted to 

Rebecca’s family his mission, and the conditions for their fulfillment, and how Rebecca 

fulfilled these conditions. The Torah, which usually uses language so sparingly, in this 

particular instance goes over and over and over again the same story.  

This seems completely unwarranted, especially since hardly anything at all is 

written about Abraham’s last 38 years. Yet these two incidents, the buying of a plot for 

Sarah and the choosing of a wife for Isaac, are gone over and over and over again from 

all sorts of angles. To my mind the Torah is telling us something here which is and has 

been essential for Jewish life. 

We must all look at every situation from many vantage points, expecially in the 

two basic areas which have always marked the Jewish people until now, a strong concern 

for independence and a strong concern for family and Jewish institutions. Whatever the 

cost, in the past anyway, a Jew never wanted to be beholden to anyone. He wanted to 

stand on his own two feet even when he was in a strange land. Even if he sometimes had 

to pay more, he did not want to be dependent on others. He also always put his family 

and Jewish institutions first and he was never satisfied to just do the minimum toward 

them, but he always wanted to see that they were given the best spiritually, educationally, 

morally, and then materially. 
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He was never satisfied just to look at problems which concerned his independence 

or his family or Jewish institutions from only one vantage point. He wanted to see the 

problem from all possible angles. This, by the way, is the main distinction between 

Talmudic learning and the training many of our students are receiving today. 

The Talmud is not satisfied with an answer to a problem. It always probes and 

seeks to find out if there could not be other answers to the problem. It puts the problem in 

as many contexts as possible in order to see it from all points of view. This type of 

training is valuable not only in an intellectual sense, but it also allows a person to deepen 

his inter-personal skills. 

Too many people today have destroyed their own sense of independence and their 

own families and family ties and even jeopardized Jewish institutions because they fail to 

look at problems from every vantage point. They can only see where they are standing. A 

mountain looks different from different vantage points and problems, too, take on 

different aspects if viewed from many different angles. Many problems that we have here 

in this community and within our private lives could readily be solved or ameliorated if 

we all would just learn that even though we may have all the basic facts right, we still 

may be all wrong because we have looked at the problem from only one viewpoint or 

accepted the viewpoint of only one person. We must always look at the problem from 

many perspectives and put it into many contexts before we can come up with an adequate 

conclusion. May we all, by remembering this, be worthy of solving our problems and be 

worthy, as Abraham and Eliezer of yore, of fashioning enduring Jewish families and 

institutions and of raising up healthy, independent and proud Jews. 

What response do you elicit? 

In the Haphtorah which we will read in Shul this coming Shabbos we learn 

about the last days of King David. He has grown old and feeble and to everyone around 

him it is clear that he will soon die. His son, Adonijah, realizing the situation, gathers 

together most of the important people in the kingdom and begins to rule de facto. 

Nathan, the prophet, upon learning of this calls Bathsheba and tells her of Adonijah’s 

actions. He tells her to report what has been going on to King David and he will back 

her up. This she does. 

All in all, the Torah repeats the facts of Adonijah’s usurpation four times. First 

by telling us the facts, then by having Nathan repeat these facts to Bathsheba, then by 

having Bathsheba recount these facts to King David, and finally by having Nathan 

repeat these same facts to King David. Why? This undue repetition is wholly at 

variance with the Torah’s usual laconic style. 

If we look closely, though, at these four different recitals of the facts we can find 

the answer to our question. Each of these recitals of the facts is faithful to the truth but 

they elicit a totally different response from the person hearing them, a response which is 

brought about by the subtle changes in the choice of words (tone) to describe these facts. 

When Nathan tells Bathsheba the facts her immediate response is urgency. She must do 

something or she and Solomon are lost. David’s response to her recital is to reassure her 
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that the promise he made to her privately to make Solomon King will still be kept. And 

David’s response to Nathan’s recital of the facts is to openly declare Solomon his heir. 

The Torah here, I believe, is stressing a point which all too few of us grasp. Most 

of the time it is not what we say that counts, but how we say it. All too many people are 

pushed away from Judaism, the Jewish community or the Shul by people who mean well 

but who fail to realize that their words convey more than facts. Sneers, inuendos, 

condescension, delight in showing one’s own brilliance or piety or wealth all come 

through loud and clear. We must always realize this. Our tone and facts must always be 

in harmony with the highest standards of our religion. 

What are your basic values? 

In the Torah portion which we will read in Shul this Shabbos, Chayai Sarah, we 

read basically about only two incidents. One, about how Abraham _purchased a burial 

plot for Sarah and ultimately for his whole family and, two, about how Abraham sent his 

servant Eliezer on a journey to Mesopotamia to find a wife for his son Isaac. The Torah 

which is usually so sparing in its language and which usually treats even events of great 

historical magnitude with a few sparse sentences has here seen fit to devote a whole 

chapter to Abraham’s haggling for a piece of ground and another chapter, the longest in 

the Torah, to a detailed telling and retelling of Eliezer’s mission. Why should this be so? 

What possibly could have been so important about these events as to warrant all this 

attention, especially since hardly anything at all is written about Abraham’s last 38 years? 

Yet a whole Torah portion is devoted to these two mundane incidents. To my mind, it is not 

by chance that the Torah has chosen to devote so much time to these two incidents because 

tied up in these two incidents are the two basic characteristics which have marked the 

Jewish people since the time of Abraham, a strong concern for their independence and a 

strong concern for their family. The Jew in the past guarded his sense of independence. He 

did not want to be beholden to anyone. He wanted to stand on his own two feet even when 

he was in a strange land. He always wanted to be a contributor not a taker and, secondly, 

his family always came first. It was the most important thing in his life. All his efforts were 

directed to making his family more secure emotionally, spiritually and materially. 

Unfortunately, in our day there are many Jews who have turned their backs on these basic 

Jewish values. To them this Torah portion speaks, because in it we learn about 6 other sons 

of Abraham (who were born from his wife Keturah) but who left their father and his values 

while he was still alive. They were lost forever to Judaism. Only Isaac, Yitzchak remained. 

Will you and yours remain Jewish? What are your basic values? 



 

HO1  16446v2 

Toldos 

True satisfaction and success 

Where does one find life’s greatest satisfactions? What makes a person the 

happiest? What should we teach our children and grandchildren in order to assure that they 

will lead successful lives? In our day and age people are very confused. They have 

misconstrued what really gives a person satisfaction. Trips, fancy outings, even the 

pinnacles of fame and social prominence have not turned out to be satisfying to many, 

many people. Just look at all the prominent entertainment and even business figures who 

have committed suicide or, after having achieved fame and wealth, have dissipated their 

strength and health through drink and drugs. 

Perhaps the key to a successful life can be summed up in one word, responsibility. 

Responsibility means literally in English to respond. We must learn how to respond in life 

if we are to be happy. Sometimes the worst thing that can possibly happen to us is to get 

money or fame because we do not know how to respond to them. To teach a child 

responsibility is the greatest thing a parent can do. 

In the story of Jacob and Esau we have a classic case of how a person must learn 

how to respond if he or she is to be successful in life. Jacob and Esau both lived in an 

undemanding environment. Isaac, their father, was a passive man. He was blind and 

withdrawn from the world. He did not make demands on his children. He did not teach 

them how to respond. Esau never learned how to respond. Even his name, which is derived 

from the Hebrew word “Sei’ir” which means “hair”, denotes his superficial character. Hair 

is basically a trivial thing. We may spend a lot of money at the hairdresser or barber shop 

but in life we can live just as well with or without it. It’s just a surface manifestation. 

Esau’s character was similar. He was not deep and he most certainly was not consistent. 

Jacob, on the other hand, was a different type person. His mother influenced him to 

study and because of his studies he learned how to respond. He learned responsibility. 

Even the name Jacob signifies this because it is derived from the Hebrew word “Eekvee” 

which means “consistency”. His character was not superficial, and he had the inner 

resources to follow a course of action even when he met many obstacles. He didn’t 

verbalize a set of ideals and then live an entirely different way of life. 

Esau, at first glance, looked to be the stronger personality because he 

enjoyed hunting and the comradeship of men of violence, but in reality he was 

afraid of life. He had to run from it because he did not know how to handle the 

everyday problems of life. He was terrified of life and in order to dissipate his 

terror he engaged in violence. He really wanted to please his parents but he did not 

know how. When he saw how much his parents wanted Jacob to marry within the 

family he immediately went and married one of his uncle Ishmael’s, daughters. He 

seemed strong but he really was not. That’s why when we read about the prophecy 

given to Rebecca of how the older will have to serve the younger we understand 

what it means. 
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Esau, who was the older, and the word older in Hebrew can also mean 

mightier, would have to serve the younger which also in Hebrew means the one 

who can endure pain, because Esau was superficial. He did not know how to 

handle life’s problems. He did not know how to respond to the many emotional, 

moral, and spiritual demands made on him. He could never be happy unless he 

escaped from life. 

The Rabbis tell us that the reason Jacob was making lentil soup, the mess of 

pottage for which Esau sold his birthright, was because it was the day of 

Abraham’s funeral. Esau wanted the lentils because he had gone to pieces, he 

could not handle Abraham’s death just as he could not handle life. He did not have 

the consistent inner strength of Jacob. 

Jacob faced many problems in his life and he was able to overcome them 

all. He was successful and achieved a certain amount of inner happiness. He did this 

by not running away from life but embracing it. His brother, on the other hand, always 

had to run from life. He had to find a new adventure, a new thrill in order to beat back the 

terror he felt. 

Happiness in Judaism comes from appreciating the everyday things which we have 

even though they may be wrapped up in problems, not in seeking thrills. Today, 

unfortunately, many people do not look to their everyday life for satisfaction but they seek 

happiness in thrills and unusual experiences. They, unfortunately, are bound to fail. 

Happiness must spring from the inner man, from consistently embracing life, from solving 

its problems, and from appreciating the joy and beauty of everyday things. 

Where do life’s greatest satisfactions spring from? From a child’s, a wife’s, a 

husband’s smile, from shared laughter, from a warm embrace, from a nod of approval, 

from a kind word. Happiness is all around us. We just have to see it and learn how to 

respond. 

Do you have a future? 

The Torah portion, Toldos, which we will read in Shul this Shabbos, opens in a 

very peculiar way. It begins by saying, “And these are the generations of Isaac, the son of 

Abraham; Abraham begot Isaac”. What kind of a statement is this? These are the 

generations of Isaac. Abraham gave birth to Isaac. The generations of Isaac were not 

Abraham. Abraham was the father not his son. This statement seems completely out of 

place. What does this statement mean? 

To me this statement has a very important meaning for today. What is one of our 

most severe problems today? Why have many of our youth taken the tack that they have? 

Our leading sociologists tell us that one of our worst problems today is alienation. Most 

people don’t know who they are or where they belong. They don’t feel close to anyone or 

anything. In fact, many of these same sociologists also say that many of the good causes 

which are being trumpeted around by our youth today are nothing more that fits of anger 
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by them against a society which they feel has deprived them of their identity and sense of 

belonging although it has materially treated them very well. 

They hate our society and they want to destroy it. Not reform it, but actually destroy 

it. It is to this problem which the first sentence in our Torah portion speaks. It tells us that 

Isaac and Jewish society had a future, had generations only because he knew who he was 

and where he belonged. 

The road to the future always leads through the past. Unfortunately, too many 

people don’t realize this. Because they have been deprived of their past, their feeling of 

belonging and their sense of identity, they feel they have no future. And certainly the 

society which spawned them will have no future. Do you have a future? Do you know who 

you are? 

How is your voice? 

In last Shabbos Torah portion, Toldos, we find the famous expression, “The voice 

is the voice of Jacob but the hands are the hands of Esau”. We all know that this phrase is 

spoken by Isaac after he feels his son’s hands to make sure that it is Esau he is blessing and 

not Jacob. Esau was a hairy man while Jacob was a smooth man. It turns out that Jacob was 

blessed. He had put goat skins on his hands and received the blessing. 

The Rabbis tell us that because of the lack of vowels in the Torah this phrase can 

have another meaning. It can mean, “If Jacob’s voice is faint, the hands will be the hands 

of Esau”. In this rendering of the text, I believe, is an important message for us all. If the 

Jew feels inferior and weak so that he is ashamed of himself and his heritage, feeling that 

he can get no blessings, no notes of approval from his neighbors and friends unless he 

camouflages himself as his neighbor he runs a very great risk. Because not only will his 

hands be camouflaged but in time they will become the real hands of Esau. The attitudes, 

means, way of thinking and life style will eventually become Esau’s. What was Jacob’s 

error? He was a quiet meek man who didn’t have the necessary confidence to go to his 

father and tell him what he thought. Instead he tried camouflage. To this Isaac addresses 

himself. What difference does it make if I give my blessing to Esau? Even if I would 

have given it to Jacob it would have been the same, since his voice is weak and, in the 

end his hands will be the hands of Esau. 

In our day, there are too many Jews whose voice is weak, who do not have the 

necessary pride in themselves and in their heritage and who try to camouflage themselves 

and all their activities with other than a Jewish flavor. To them this sentence thunders. No 

matter what your blessings, they will come to naught unless your Jewishness is reasserted. 

Let us hope and pray that like Jacob of old, we, too, will see the right way and will reassert 

our Jewishness. 

Whose well are you stopping up? 

In the Torah portion, Toldos, we learned how Isaac was driven from the land of the 

Philistines because he was too successful. The Philistines envied him and claimed that all 

his success was really due to them. Though Isaac used his own seed, invested his own work 
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and dug his own wells, that wasn’t enough. He had made his money in their land and, 

therefore, they felt it was theirs. But more than that, in a land noted for its dryness and lack 

of water, they stopped up all the wells which Abraham, Isaac’s father, had dug, even the 

wells which were outside their borders in the dry Negev. 

The Rabbis are amazed at their behavior. They had not only stopped up the wells 

but had also heaped them over with dirt so no one would recognize the fact that a well had 

ever been there. Later when Isaac, after he had left their land, tried to reopen 



 

HO1  16446v2 

Vayaitsay 

The limits of understanding 

In our day and age we suffer from a peculiar phenomenon. We constantly run 

into very good hearted people who are willing to do many things to help others 

practice Judaism while they, themselves, feel that they don’t personally need to 

practice it. They like to see others follow our traditions and, in fact, they feel it is 

the responsibility of every Jew to see to it that those who want to should be helped 

and assisted to practice Judaism, but they don’t need it. They understand what all 

the symbols and rituals of Judaism are for, but they don’t really need them. They 

feel that since they understand Judaism, that’s all that’s necessary. 

This attitude is common today and can be found throughout our culture. 

Many people feel that since they understand the rules of inter-personal behavior, 

sexuality, psychology, etc., they are now exempt from them. They feel that, 

somehow, if you understand something, or some process, this process no longer 

applies to you. This, of course, if you get right down to it, is absurd. Just because I 

understand that if I cut my finger I’ll bleed, doesn’t mean that when I cut my finger 

I won’t bleed. Or just because I understand that if I jump off a cliff I’ll fall, doesn’t 

mean that when I jump off a cliff I won’t fall because I understand the process. 

In the Torah portion which we read in Shul, Vayaetzae, we learn how Jacob, 

the Yoshaiv Oholeem, the quiet, diligent student who appreciated Torah and 

learning was forced, because he tricked his father, cheated his brother, and became 

his mother’s accomplice in deception, to flee Israel and go to Mesopotamia. How 

could this happen? How could this quiet student have done these things? 

The Torah says that when he fled he alighted at a certain place. The word alighted 

in Hebrew, Vayeefga, can have many meanings. It also can mean he hurt. At this place in 

life Jacob hurt. He took a rock, the Torah says, and put it under his head. He lay down to 

go to sleep. The word in Hebrew for he lay down, Vayeshkav, can also mean that he was 

sick. It was at this time that Jacob had his famous dream about the ladder whose base 

stood on the earth, but whose head reached the heavens upon which angels ascended and 

descended. After Jacob had this dream the Torah says Vayeekatz Yaakov Meeshnoso 

which can either mean Jacob woke up from his sleep or Jacob woke up from his learning. 

According to Rabbi Yochanan, this verse means Jacob woke up from his learning. 

Up until now Jacob thought that because he understood a process, because he understood 

the rules of inter-personal relations he was exempt from them. Because he understood 

trickery and jealousy he was exempt from them. But this he found out was not so. He had 

to face a fact of life. He had to take this rock and put it under his head. He had to 

understand that he was only human, that he was subject to all the laws and rules of 

behavior just like everyone else. Only after he understood this hard rock, this hard fact, 

could he have a dream about ascending to the heavens. His ladder, though, must rest upon 

this rock, upon this earth. He had to understand and make allowances for his limitations 

before he could transcend them. Jacob had to wake up from his learning and realize that 
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he was human and never put himself in the position where he would be tempted and then 

forced to fail. If he cut himself he’d bleed, too. 

The Maccabees, too, knew that although Antiochos could never stomp out 

Judaism from the mind and heart of the Jewish people directly, he could indirectly. If the 

Jewish people could be made to stop practicing Judaism through deeds and ritual, 

Judaism would quickly lose its force within a generation. Judaism would die in the minds 

and hearts of the Jews. Therefore, they knew that Judaism, in order to live, must be 

practiced and they could not tolerate Antiochos’ bans and interference. 

It is my hope and prayer that soon all Jews will realize that it’s not enough 

(although it’s greatly appreciated) to help others practice Judaism. They must practice it 

themselves if they are not to stumble and fall prey to all those unhealthy influences which 

the practice of Judaism prevent, and also, so that Judaism, itself, can continue to be the 

vibrant, warm religion that it is. Have a happy Chanukah, and may the message of the 

Maccabees always be yours. 

How do you use we? 

In the Torah portion which we read in Shul this Shabbos, Vayaitsay, we learn how 

Laban tricks Jacob, our father, and gives him Leah in marriage instead of Rachel for 

whom he had worked for seven years. Laban, in explanation of his deed, claims that in 

his locality it wasn’t done, to give a younger daughter in marriage before an older 

daughter. But if he would like to serve him another seven years he would let him marry 

Rachel, too. In fact, he would be a sport. He would let him marry her after a week, “we 

will give her to you”, and then he could put in his seven years. 

The Rabbis comment. Why did Laban say, wait a week and then we will give her 

to you. Where did the we come in? The Rabbis go on to explain that this is the way of 

people who do morally objectionable things. They try to give themselves an out. They try 

to pretend that if it were just up to them they would never do such a thing. But after all, 

what would the others say? Sure, I know it is morally objectionable but I have to go 

along. It’s the style. The Chanukah dreidle says much the same thing. But it protests 

against this sort of thing. The letters which have the highest numerical values on the 

dreidle all lose. Shin - 300 means you have to ante up. Nun - 50 means you get nothing. 

The lowly gimel - 3 means you win it all. 

In the battle for spiritual and moral integrity it isn’t numbers that count. You can 

never blame your own moral and spiritual failing on others. Unfortunately there are 

always those who look at numbers and not at what’s right. Do you always have to fall 

back on we? 
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Vayishlach 

Balancing life’s forces 

Many times people come to me and say, “Rabbi, I wish I could just sit and 

relax and not have to worry about anything.” Other times people, sometimes the very 

same people, come to me and say, “Rabbi, I am so bored. I have nothing to do. Please 

advise me on what I should do. I just cannot stand staying at home vegetating any 

longer.” These two contrasting complaints demonstrate how in life we must live 

between two opposites. We cannot choose one over the other because we need both of 

them. It is the tension between opposites which gives thrust and meaning to our l ives. 

If we do not have anything to worry about we are going to be miserable and, of 

course, if we have too much to worry about we are also going to be miserable. It is 

this dynamic tension which gives life its challenge and which also makes life so 

difficult. There are no simple answers. 

We all every day must fight to achieve the right balance between the many 

opposite forces, both of which we need, which are raging within us. In Judaism the 

word for character is Midot which means measurement. Evil comes in the world when 

things are measured wrong, when emphasis is placed upon the wrong things, when 

good things burst their bonds. People with character know how to balance life’s 

forces. In this world we need both Shabbos and we need the weekday. The Rabbis tell 

us that it is just as great a sin to make a weekday Shabbos as it is to make a Shabbos a 

weekday. 

In the Torah portion Vayishlach, we have this truth clearly demonstrated. We 

have depicted the difference between a truly religious person and a zealot, the difference 

between a Yaakov and a Esau. Yaakov is always associated with truth in Judaism. We 

always talk about Emes L’Yaakov which means truth is for Jacob. Why should Jacob be 

associated with truth? After all, he swindled his brother out of his father’s blessing. He 

played games with Laban. He is always associated with truth because he recognized that 

although a person may have peak experiences at which time he may have glimmerings 

of the whole truth he must live 99%2% of his life in the real world in which he 

cannot grasp the ultimate whole truth because his, and all man’s, knowledge is 

limited. 

In this Torah portion Vayishlach, we learn about the encounter between 

Yaakov and the guardian angel of Esau. They wrestled all night. When morning 

dawned the angel asked to be released. Yaakov said he would let him go but only 

after he would bless him. Why did Yaakov let him go? Why didn’t he completely 

vanquish him? Why didn’t he completely defeat him? Why did Yaakov want his 

blessing? The answer is that Yaakov needed many of Esau’s qualities. The trouble 

with Esau was that he did not recognize that he, too, was limited, that he, too, 

needed Yaakov. Esau did not realize that he, too, only held part of the truth. Jacob 

needed many of Esau’s strengths. Esau had great physical vitality, charisma, 

leadership ability, passion, etc. And what’s more, he respected his parents and was 

very generous. We need both Shabbos and the weekday. He wanted Esau’s 
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blessing. He did not want to defeat him. The angel did bless Jacob and he blessed 

him by saying “Thy name shall be called no more Jacob but Israel for you have 

struggled with God and man and you have prevailed”. 

Jacob, though, was to be known by both names, both Israel and Yaakov. Israel 

implies total victory by getting your enemies, your opposites, to bless you. Jacob implies 

the struggle to achieve this victory. Esau, on the other hand, thought he had the perfect 

truth, he didn’t need anybody’s blessing. That’s why he could be violent. He had all the 

right on his side and, therefore, he could deal with impunity with those who opposed him. 

The Rabbis say that the trouble with Esau was that he was superpious. He was concerned 

about whether or not a person should tithe salt or straw. Instead of being concerned about 

people and their problems, the Rabbis say he was concerned with straw, which was 

beneath man, and salt, which was added to man. He was so sure he was right that he had 

no trouble forcing his will on others. It’s not our business to impose our will on others. 

We do not know the whole truth. None of us should ever feel that we can use trickery or 

force or cheap tricks to get our way. This is, of course, the mark of a fanatic. 

Fanatics are so sure God is on their side that they brook no dissent. They 

don’t want their opposite’s blessing. They confuse themselves with God. One of 

the reasons we are told not to mention God’s name unnecessarily is so that we 

should not feel we are God and, therefore, we are always right. In this life we have 

to all act like tightrope walkers. First we sway in one direction and then in another 

to maintain our balance. We cannot destroy Shabbos because we are so enthralled 

with the materialism of the weekday, and we cannot be so impressed with the 

spiritualism of the Shabbos that we forget that we need the material things of this 

life as well. 

The Rabbis say that Yaakov stands for truth. Truth in Hebrew is Emes. 

When you spell the Hebrew word Emes backwards the word spells twin. The twin 

of Yaakov is always Esau, the zealot. One of the problems with seeking the truth 

is that some people feel that they have found all of it and turn not from a Yaakov 

to a Yisroel, which means to a person who recognizes he needs the blessings of 

others, but they go from a Yaakov to Esau, to a person who is so sure that he has 

the truth that he can, therefore, harm and hurt others. Esau had many good 

qualities but because he thought he had the whole truth he did great damage to 

himself and to others. 

Truth always has a twin. We need both Yaakov and Esau. Yaakov knew 

this. He did not want to defeat Esau. He just wanted him to bless him, to have 

Esau realize that he needed him, too. We, too, must always remember this. We, 

too, need the qualities of both Yaakov and Esau. 

How to be complete 

One of the most heartbreaking problems of our time is the problem of broken 

families. Divorces are increasing among Jewish young couples by leaps and bounds. And 

the hardest thing to understand is why these young couples are getting divorced. They 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES 

PAGE 34 OF 234 

HO1  16446v2 

seem to be getting divorced for no reason. They simply say they are bored. They feel that 

somehow they are missing something in life and that if they would only free themselves 

from the shackles of marriage they would feel wonderful. They want their freedom. They 

do not realize that their freedom is going to be constrained by divorce not expanded. 

Husbands will have to divide their incomes and women will have many added 

responsibilities and much less income. Why, though, has the divorce rate among Jews so 

markedly increased? 

We all feel that we are missing something. We all know that we are 

incomplete. Judaism teaches that God has given us the opportunity to perfect not 

only the world but also ourselves. We know that we have to fulfill our potential in 

order to be ourselves. This is not new. How we fulfill our potential is what 

distinguishes Judaism from other philosophies and religions. Judaism has always 

taught that it is through doing deeds of kindness that we fulfill ourselves. Western 

culture, on the other hand, has had a different answer to how a person becomes 

complete. The Western religious tradition has always said that the way a person 

becomes complete is by opening up his heart and receiving love. We Jews have 

never accepted the doctrine that by being passive recipients of anything we could 

be transformed. We have always said that a person must act. He must do deeds of 

kindness. He must assume responsibility for others in order to be transformed. 

Abraham, the first Jew, even told God, who especially appeared to him, to wait a 

minute when he spied out three strangers who needed help. 

Unfortunately, we Jews in the modern era have sought a secularized version of 

this doctrine of passive receiving. Many believe now that the only thing that makes life 

worthwhile is receiving the love of a member of the opposite sex and, to our great 

dismay, even sometimes the love of a member of the same sex. You can become 

magically transformed by receiving something. This attitude, I believe, is also the basis of 

the drug culture. You do not have to act or do. All you have to do is sit back and receive. 

This is not a Jewish view. This view that all you have to do is sit back and wait to receive 

something over which you have no control leads to many aberrations because it is not 

loving someone which is important but to be in love. People now tell me that if they sleep 

with their wife when they do not love her anymore they are commiting adultery, while if 

they sleep with someone else’s wife because they are in love with her they are doing a 

holy act. This is absurd. In Judaism it is not love which sanctifies sex. It is the willingness 

of both partners to assume responsibility for each other which sanctifies sex. 

In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we learn many of these concepts. We 

learn that if a person is lonely or bored it is not a sign of alienation but a sign that 

a person should start to assume responsiblity for others. Jacob, we learn in the 

Torah portion, is about to meet his brother, Esau. The night before this 

confrontation Jacob is alone on the other side of the river from his family, 

alienated. He is set upon by an unknown assailant. They wrestle all night. During 

this fight Jacob’s thigh is touched and he becomes lame, hobbled. As dawn is 

about ready to break the unknown assailant asks Jacob to let him go. Jacob, 

though, says that he will not let him go until he’ll bless him. The assailant blesses 

him by naming him Israel which means “you will struggle with man and God and 
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you will overcome”. In other words Jacob will feel whole, he will be able to solve 

his problems. 

Our Rabbis tell us this unknown assailant was in reality the guardian angel of 

Esau. Esau is the symbol of the dangers and perils of human relationships, the symbol of 

passion, violence, and the complex love/ hate relationship we all have with each other. 

Jacob could not receive this angel’s blessing until he no longer could run, until he no 

longer would want to be away from his family. The Rabbis say that Jacob was different 

from all the other patriarchs. Abraham was known as Har, a mountain. He was a beacon, a 

setter of goals. Isaac was known as Sadeh, a field. A field, to be productive, must be 

plowed, sowed, and reaped. Isaac worked at his religion. These two patriarchs were great 

men but they had trouble with their families. They were not wholly fulfilled. Jacob, on the 

other hand, was known as Bayit, a home. His strength came from his home, his family. He 

was whole, he could overcome everything but only if he was tied, if he was hobbled, tied to 

family institutions. 

The Rashbom, a great Bible commentator, says that Jacob really wanted to run 

away when he crossed the river before his encounter with Esau. That’s the way he faced all 

his problems in the past. When he first had trouble with Esau he ran away. When he had 

trouble with Laban he ran away. Now, too, he was about to run away when he realized that 

he could not, that only if he faced Esau with his family would he prevail. A Jew has to be 

lame. He has to be hobbled if he is to succeed. Too many people think they can solve their 

problems alone. They cannot. We need to do deeds of loving kindness, to give, to relate. 

That’s how we become fulfilled, not by sitting passively and waiting for something 

mysterious to strike us. 

Chanukah teaches us much the same thing. Our Rabbis tell us that if a person has 

only enough money to buy either wine for Kiddush or candles for Chanukah he should buy 

candles for Chanukah. Candles are different than almost anything because from one candle 

you can light thousands of other candles and yet the flame from the first candle will be in 

no way diminished. Drinking wine, on the other hand, will only satisfy you. The trouble 

with being a passive receiver is that ultimately it turns into selfishness and it is selfishness 

which causes people to be alienated, to feel all alone and to be unhappy. Kiddush stands for 

individual achievement, for wealth, for achieving personal goals. Chanukah candles, on the 

other hand, stand for dedication to a group, stand for doing deeds of kindness not just 

receiving. 

In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we learn a lot about passion. The story of 

Dena is told, of how Shechem’s passion for her drove him to rape and ultimately to 

a city’s destruction. We learn about Reuben’s act with his father’s wife. We learn 

about Timna who, because she was rejected, became the mother of Amalek, our arch 

enemy. Passion is not what brings fulfillment but it is deeds of loving kindness. 

Passion without loving kindness is a terrible trap. Passion which is accompanied by 

loving kindness is a blessing. Loving kindness alone can prompt true love which 

includes passion and thus bring happiness. The most important thing is loving 

kindness. 
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If we are all tied to family by the desire to do deeds of loving kindness then 

our families will be strong. If, however, all we desire is personal achievement and 

passion then our divorces will continue to climb. We must renew our Jewish insight 

that it is deeds of loving kindness within marriage which bring the greatest 

fulfillment and happiness. May we all learn the lesson of our name and realize that 

to be a member of Israel means to be tied to a family.  
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Vayaeshev 

To encourage or to castigate 

Chanukah is a wonderful happy holiday which we all enjoy. It is a holiday 

filled with light and joy. The spinning Dreidle, the sizzling Latke, the shimmering 

glow of the candles all bring a flood of warm memories. Chanukah is more that 

that, though. It is the story of hope. It is a story which celebrates a triumphant 

ending to a story which begins in black despair and ends in joy. This whole 

process takes three years. Three years to the day the Temple, which had been 

destroyed, was rededicated. 

Chanukah, I believe, sheds a great deal of light on many of the problems we 

have today. Today in this age of plenty we find so many frustrated people. Why? 

They are either constantly angry or bitter, forever complaining. To them nothing is 

ever right. Everything is always wrong. These people remind me of the argument 

between Hillel and Shammai concerning the Chanukah candles.  

Hillel said that we are to light one candle on the first night, two candles on 

the second night, etc., until eventually we light eight candles on the eighth night. 

Shammai, on the other hand, thought that we should light eight candles the first 

night, seven the second night, etc. To my mind we have illustrated here one of the 

basic underlying philosophic differences between Shammai and Hillel.  

Shammai was a person who demanded perfection. He always concentrated 

on recognizing and criticizing a person’s faults. He felt that since man could, at 

least theoretically, achieve perfection he should be castigated every time he fell 

short of perfection. Hillel, on the other hand, knew that man could not only 

theoretically achieve perfection, but he also could sink lower than any beast. 

Therefore, any time a person achieves anything worthwhile, no matter how small, 

he should be applauded so that he will be motivated to strive to do even greater 

things. Great achievements come from very small beginnings.  

Hillel starts with one candle and works up. Shammai, on the other hand, always 

wants everything right. If things are not perfect then he dwells on the faults. Hillel’s 

position has been the traditional Jewish position. Don’t dwell too much on your faults and 

especially the faults of others. Concentrate on doing one more good deed at a time. 

In the Torah portion, Vayaeshev, which we always read around Chanukah time we 

have much the same message. Joseph fails to understand that a person must be applauded 

for the good he does and not just castigated because he isn’t perfect. Joseph, who is a 

beautiful, talented young man, constantly measures his brothers against perfection and 

finds them wanting. Instead of complimenting them on the good deeds that they do do and 

encouraging them to do more good deeds, he tattletales on them to his father. And this, 

instead of improving them, only makes them grow worse and teaches them to hate him. 
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Jacob realizes that something is wrong between Joseph and his brothers and he 

urges Joseph to go and see the Shalom of his brothers who are grazing sheep in Shechem. 

Shalom in Hebrew means wholeness, peace, the welfare of his brothers. Jacob is urging 

Joseph to see the whole picture, to stop castigating them and to start encouraging them. The 

brothers are now in Shechem. Shechem in Hebrew means someone who does the right 

thing but for the wrong reason. Joseph’s brothers are at least many times doing the right 

thing, even though they are doing it for the wrong reason. Joseph should at least learn to 

give his brothers credit for doing the right thing even though they many times are doing it 

for the wrong reason. 

Joseph goes to see his brothers but is too late. They have moved from Shechem to 

Dosan, the inevitable result of only castigating. Dosan in Hebrew means to do the wrong 

thing but to convince yourself that it’s right, to be a hypocrite. Joseph has driven his 

brothers from Shechem to Dosan. His constant rebuking and tattletaling has made his 

brothers worse, not better. The candles descend, not ascend. Joseph is sold to Egypt 

and the brothers convince themselves that they have done the right thing, although 

later they realize that they have done the wrong thing and not the right thing.  

Joseph’s frustrations at the behavior of others has only caused them to 

become worse, not better. By demanding perfection in others he has caused them 

to descend, not ascend. Many people today, by their failure to see the good as well 

as the faults, harm themselves and others. To them Chanukah speaks.  

The total number of Chanukah candles we light is thirty-six, one the first 

night, plus two the second night, plus three the third night, etc. Thirty-six in 

Hebrew is a mystical number for righteousness. All we have to do to make 

righteousness eventually prevail is to constantly expand the realm of the good 

without constantly harping on what is wrong. If we will but concentrate on 

expanding and encouraging one good deed after another then we, too, can in a very 

short time, as the story of Chanukah teaches us, change the day of the desecration 

of the Temple into the day of its rededication. 

May our good deeds shine as the Chanukah lights, and may they grow more 

and more as our days progress. May we all go from strength to strength.  

Do you prefer wine or candles? 

In the Torah portion, Vayaeshev, which we will read in Shul this Shabbos, we 

learn about the story of Joseph and his brothers. We learn how Joseph was filled with his 

own dreams and how his brothers hated him because of his dreams. Even his father, 

Jacob, rebuked him for them but then the Torah says a strange thing. It says, “His Father 

watched the thing”. What does this mean? Perhaps the answer to this question lies in the 

answer that the Talmud gives to questions regarding Chanukah. The Talmud in Gemora 

Shabbos asks, “What happens if a person only has enough money to buy either Chanukah 

Candles or wine for Kiddush? Which one should he buy?” The Gemora answers that he 

should buy the Chanukah candles. At first glance this answer seems very strange. 

Shabbos is a Biblical holiday while Chanukah is only a Rabbinical holiday. Kiddush is a 
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symbol of personal holiness and personal dedication while the Chanukah candles are a 

symbol of a communal struggle for religious liberty. Shouldn’t a personal vision of 

holiness take precedence? Then the Gemora goes on to make a peculiar statement. It says 

that one who observes the commandment of the Chanukah candles will be worthy to 

possess scholarly children, while one who observes the Kiddush faithfully will only be 

worthy to acquire personal wealth. Why? The answers to these questions, I believe, lie in 

a deep insight of Judaism which unfortunately today is being overlooked. Judaism has 

always believed that individual achievement is good and important, but it has never 

believed that in all circumstances and times individual achievement will always lead to 

the greatest common good. Often individual achievement will hinder the common good. 

If the Maccabees would have only thought of their careers there wouldn’t be any Jews 

today. The Kiddush is a symbol of individual achievement both spiritual and physical. If 

there is a conflict between Chanukah and Kiddush, Chanukah takes precedence. This is 

what the Torah means when it says Jacob watched the thing. The word in Hebrew for 

watch also means to filter or strain. If Joseph would in the future filter his ambition by 

considerations of the common good, he’d be all right. If not, it would be bad. How do 

you manage your ambition? Do you prefer wine or candles? 
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Miketz 

The inner light 

Many times people come to me and say, “Rabbi, I do not understand. I am doing 

all the right things but I am not getting the results I desire and need. Please tell me what is 

wrong. The words I use are right. The clothes I wear are proper. I follow all the rules of 

etiquette. Please, Rabbi, tell me why I cannot get through to my boss, to my friends, or to 

my children. Why can’t I get my point across?” 

These people may be going through all the outward motions but they are missing 

something. They are missing an inner ingredient. The reason they are not getting through 

to their boss or to their children or to their wife or to their friends is not because they are 

using or not using the right deodorant or hairspray and surely not because they do or do 

not follow Emily Post or Amy Vanderbilt, but the reason they fail to come across is 

because they lack sincerity, conviction and inner earnestness. They have stressed 

appearances over substance. They, also, usually put one-shot performances over constant 

effort. Sincere, continuous effort is much more effective than one-shot showy, gimicky 

performances no matter how spectacular. 

The holiday of Chanukah speaks about these matters. Chanukah is a holiday 

which not only celebrates religious liberty but, also, how to live Jewishly. We all know 

the story of Chanukah, how the Maccabees when they entered the Temple could only find 

one small cruz of undefiled oil which should have lasted only one day but which, instead, 

lasted eight days until new oil could be made. Why were the Maccabees so anxious to 

light the menorah? Why couldn’t they have waited until they would have had an assured 

supply? After all, nobody would be able to see the light anyway. It was in the holy part of 

the Temple which only a few priests could enter and then they did not enter it very often. 

Shouldn’t they have waited another week or even another month until they had an ample 

supply of oil? 

The Temple had been defiled for three years. What was another week? But no, 

they knew they had to light the menorah right away because they knew that without inner 

light they would be in danger of losing everything. It was, after all, their own inner light 

which allowed them to defeat an enemy when everyone else said it would be impossible. 

They had an inner vision which allowed them to continue and to overcome all obstacles. 

The Temple, itself, they knew would be useless unless it held an inner light. The best and 

most imposing physical structure will have no meaning if it does not symbolize the inner 

drive and dedication and sincerity of those who use it. The inner light, the inner dream is 

much more important that the outward appearance. That is what the story of Chanukah is 

all about. If people are willing to sacrifice for their ideals and if they are informed by 

noble ideals, they can overcome all obstacles. 

In our day, we see many places where Judaism is having a rough time. There are 

imposing edifices, beautiful school buildings, wonderful textbooks but there is no inner 

vision. People really do not believe in what they are saying. When this happens, Judaism’s 

point cannot be put across. The intangible element, the unseen element, the inner light is 
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what makes the difference. With it, everything is possible. Without it, no matter how 

imposing the physical resources, everything will fail. 

This same idea is found in the Torah portion, Miketz. Pharaoh had two dreams, 

one about cows and one about ears of corn. They both were about material things and 

they both terrified him. He did not know how to handle his dreams. Joseph came and 

interpreted them for him. Joseph was able to do this because he, too, had had two dreams, 

only his dreams were different. He had one about spiritual things (the moon, the sun, and 

the stars) and one about material things (sheaves of grain). Joseph knew that material 

things had to be informed by spiritual vision if we are not to become terrified and if we 

are to accomplish great things in this world. Pharaoh, when he talks about his cows, talks 

about beauty before health. Pharaoh was always concerned more with appearances than 

substance. What was important to him was the way things looked not whether or not they 

were good or right. 

This concern for appearances is, too, the mark of pagan religion because in 

paganism form is more important than substance. If you could do things in the right 

order, you could manipulate the gods. You could force the pagan gods to do what you 

wanted. It did not matter whether or not the outward ritual was correct. If you performed 

the outward ritual correctly, you could force the pagan gods to do what you wanted. We 

do not believe this. Prayers are not a form of magic. We cannot force God to do anything. 

God does not have to listen to our prayers. He can if He wants but we believe God does 

what is good and just and right for all of us even though many times we do not 

understand His ways. Our goodness, our internal sincerity is what makes our prayers 

acceptable. 

This, too, is brought out in the story of Chanukah. There was lots of oil around 

but the Maccabees could not and would not use it for the menorah. The Syrian Greeks 

had not destroyed all the oil. They had just defiled it. They had said to the Jewish people, 

“Use this oil. After all, it looks the same, it tastes the same, it smells the same as the 

undefiled oil you had before”. That was true but their defiled oil was different. It did not 

have an unseen quality. It was not the product of a sincere effort. It did not have the seal 

of the high priest. We in Judaism create holiness. We take ordinary products, ordinary 

experiences and we elevate them by our attitude toward them and toward life. The oil the 

Syrian Greeks wanted us to use was not imbued with this Jewish spirit. It could not 

elevate. It could only defile. 

Chanukah is, also, our longest holiday. It lasts eight days. The other Jewish 

holidays do not last this long. Succos lasts only seven days. Shmini Atzeres and Simchas 

Torah are added special holidays which begin after Succos is completed. Chanukah 

teaches us that we must constantly rekindle our inner flame. We must constantly nurture 

our inner vision. If we do not, if we lose our enthusiasm for the right and the good, if 

we lose our sincerity, then we will fail to achieve our goals. We will fail to come 

across. Chanukah celebrates constant rededication to our inner light. It is not externals 

that allow us to be heard. It is our unseen inner qualities. Chanukah proclaims to all of 

us “rekindle your enthusiasm every day because then and only then will you come 

across, will you be heard and with it you will be able to achieve even miracles.” 
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The importance of hidden things 

During Chanukah we almost invariably read the Torah portion Miketz. This 

portion deals with the elevation of Joseph and of his being given the Egyptian name 

Tsofnas Paneach by Pharaoh when he was appointed Viceroy. This is a strange name 

and Rashi explains that it means, “The one who reveals hidden things”. The only 

problem is that the words are backwards. It literally means hidden things, the one who 

reveals. Why should this be so? What’s more, the Rabbis explain that the opening word 

of this Torah portion, Miketz, yields the phrase, Smol Ner Tadlik, Yamin Mezuzah: On 

the left light the lamp, on the right the Mezuzah. The Rabbis explain that in the old 

days, every Jew was supposed to light his Chanukah lights outside on the left side of his 

door. The Mezuzah was to be on the right and Chanukah lights on the left. 

I would have thought, though, that the order should have been reversed. The 

Mezuzah should have been on the left and Chanukah lights on the right. After all, the 

important part of the Mezuzah, the parchment, is hidden and can’t even be seen while 

the Chanukah lights are bright and shiny and can be seen by everyone. 

It seems to me that the Torah, by reversing Joseph’s Egyptian name and by 

having us put the Mezuzah on the right and the Chanukah lights on the left, is telling us 

something very important. In order to do something important, to express something that 

is vital, to reveal insights and truths in a proper way so that everyone will understand 

them and sense their importance, one has to first take care of the hidden things. All too 

often this seems to have been forgotten. All that seems to count is slick packaging; forget 

the content, forget about the message, concentrate on the medium. If it doesn’t conform 

to human nature or human needs, so what? Spruce it up and make it bright. But 

ultimately, all these slick jobs will fail. The hidden things must be right if anything is to 

last. 
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Vayigash 

Receiving love or assuming responsibility 

Why do we have religion? What is it in man that craves for a religious 

experience? Why do we all seek something beyond our present state? The answer, I 

believe, is that we all know that we are lacking something, that we all know that we are 

incomplete, that we all need something beyond ourselves to make ourselves whole. The 

reason for all religious striving is that man knows that he is incomplete, but that he has 

potential. We all know that in order to be complete, that in order to be the kind of 

person we know we should be we must fulfill our potential. The problem which every 

religion tries to solve is how do we fulfill that potential? How do we get to be that 

individual we know we should be but who much of the time we are not? 

Different religions give different solutions to this problem. The religious 

solution of the West is that man reaches his potential through love, not by practicing 

love but by receiving love. If you open up your heart to receive love you will be 

transformed. You will be different, you’ll be saved, and then you will be able to reach 

your potential. Receive the love extended and then you’ll be whole, you’ll be redeemed. 

This is not Judaism’s view of how man becomes complete, how he reaches his 

potential. 

Judaism’s view is that man reaches his potential, that man becomes whole by 

assuming responsibility, that the more responsibility man assumes the better man he 

becomes. To become a mentch you must learn how to be responsible. That is really 

what the term Mitzvah is all about. To do a Mitzvah means to have assumed 

responsibility and when you assume responsibility with a full heart you’ll feel fulfilled 

and inwardly happy. 

Recently we read about the terrible consequences of the doctrine of received 

love carried to its logical extreme. We saw what can happen when people feel that the 

only thing which gives meaning to their lives is the receiving of love, in this case the 

love of a particular person. When that person decided to commit suicide they had no 

choice but to commit suicide, too. They could not exist without his love. 

Because of this doctrine of received love we have in America today many false 

notions. Primary among them is the notion that love or any kind of dependence is only 

sanctioned if it is overwhelming. We all must be self-contained and completely 

independent, and that the only time our independence can be compromised is when we 

are overwhelmed by love. And what do we mean by love but the terrible burning desire 

to receive someone else’s love? Because we do not want to admit that we are all 

dependent on one another, and that it is no crime to depend on each other, and because 

we do not want to admit that love and dependence do not have to be overpowering to be 

real and worthy of our attention, we are driven to the extreme of saying that only when 

love is overwhelming can we justify dependence and even marriage. This, according to 

Judaism, is absurd. 
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We do not have to be ashamed that we are dependent and we do not need an 

overpowering love to justify marriage or other dependencies. In fact, a slavish love and 

dependence is almost mandated if we deny we need others in all normal situations. 

Pent-up love and need will burst through and overwhelm us. Judaism says that as long 

as we are responsible and respond to the needs of others it is not wrong to be dependent 

since we will be dependent on many institutions, ideals and people. We are not 

slavishly attached to only one person or institution for all meaning in our life. 

Responsibility dictates a belief in humanity’s interdependence and in our own 

dependence. 

Responsiblity also contains within it loyalty. In America today loyalty is a dirty 

word. Free enterprise cannot work if we are loyal, some say. If the gas station we traded 

at charges two cents more we must change to another which charges less. If a wife ages 

a little and we find someone who excites us more, love conquers all. We must throw her 

out and marry the other. 

Human beings, though, crave loyalty. Without loyalty the human psyche does 

not function well. Loyalty, though, must not be just to one person. It must be to many 

people. We have Mitzvahs to do for our family, our community, ourselves, our God, 

etc. Loyalty must not be only to one person otherwise it, combined with overwhelming 

love, can only lead to another Guyana type tragedy, mass suicide. 

In the Torah portion, Vayigash, we learn about these things. The very name 

Vayigash underlines the Jewish view. Judah steps forward. He steps forward to take 

responsibility. The same Judah who before suggested that Joseph, his brother, be sold 

into slavery now steps forward to save his brother, Benjamin. The brothers, who 

thought that what they needed was their father’s love and were denied it because it was 

directed toward Joseph, learned that love without responsibility is a sham. Judah, 

because he failed to be responsible for his brother, Joseph, lived a tortured life even 

though he had his father’s love. 

Joseph, too, who had his father’s love but acted irresponsibly by taunting his 

brothers did not become a mentch until he learned how to listen to the dreams of others 

and be responsible. The brothers learned that loyalty and devotion to all of their family 

was necessary, even to Joseph. The assumption of responsibility by Judah saved the 

family. Jacob was reunited with Joseph but here, too, the Rabbis say he acted with 

responsiblity. He did not abandon his other children and he consulted God before going 

to Egypt. 

In Judaism we say that individuals become human beings when they assume 

responsibility, responsibility which also contains loyalty, loyalty to their families, their 

people, the world, their God, and not just loyalty only to themselves. Receiving love is 

nice but it is not the most important thing in the world and it will not transform you. 

Sometimes it may even kill you. There is only one way our religion teaches us that we 

can reach our potential, that we can become whole and that’s by doing Mitzvahs. We 

can transform ourselves by assuming responsibility. May we all be given the courage 

and wisdom to do so. 
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Vayechi 

How to build a family 

Human beings are very complex. We need many things but what we need most 

is other people. Many times in our modern day we take this for granted and we, even 

for nothing, destroy the basic relationships which nourish and sustain us. In our quest 

for temporary ephemeral things or foolish superficial goals which ultimately do not 

fulfill, we destroy the basic structure of our lives, the family. The family is absolutely 

imperative for our emotional well-being. It provides us with the inner security we all 

need before we can reach out and achieve in the world. 

The Jewish family used to be the envy of the world. Now, unfortunately, it is 

falling apart. There is not the feeling of family that there used to be. Not only are 

divorces now almost as numerous as marriages, but the bond between parents and 

children and between cousins and grandparents and uncles and nephews and nieces is 

growing weaker and in many cases is almost nonexistent. I recently overheard one 

young girl talking to another. She was telling her friend about how her mother had 

remarried and she was describing her new daddy. The other girl interrupted her and 

said, “Oh, you will like him. I had him last year”. 

This comment underscores all of what is wrong with the values of many people 

today. In order to have a family we must have commitment, loyalty, standards and a 

feeling of acceptance and permanent belonging. Human beings crave and need loyalty. 

I have often wondered why 50,000 or 100,000 people roar and cheer at a professional 

football game for their home team. They become very agitated and depressed if their 

team loses even if they have not bet on the game. Every human being wants to belong. 

Every human being has to display loyalty. It is the suppression of loyalty and the sense 

of belonging which has caused so much disorientation today. Belonging means that you 

are accepted no matter what, whether you achieve or not. A family must have standards 

but members of the family will be loved and accepted even if they break the standards. 

They will not be honored and they certainly will not be held in high respect, but they 

will still be members of the family. 

In the Torah portion, Vayechi, we learn how parents should act toward children. 

Of all the patriarchs, only Jacob was successful in raising a family. Abraham had eight 

children but only one of them remained a Jew. He could not build a family because he 

would reject all those who could not live up to his standards. When Ishmael erred, at 

Sarah’s insistence he banished him from the camp. He, also, sent away the six children 

he had after Sarah died. His method of dealing with his children was “if you meet my 

standards, okay, if not I will give you a present and send you away, leave me alone and 

I will leave you alone”. Yitzchak, too, could not raise a family because he was blind to 

all the faults of his children. He had standards but he chose not to see when Esau did 

not live up to his standards. He did not rebuke him and he did not criticize him. He just 

ignored his faults. 
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Yaacov could build a family because he set standards and he expected his 

children to meet the standards, but he did not reject them out of hand if they failed to 

meet the standards. He did not fail to recognize their faults. When he noted them he 

criticized with love. The Talmud says that we are to push away with our left hand but 

draw near with our right hand. Yaacov expected his children to live up to the highest 

standards, and because he gave so much of himself to them, they did not want to 

disappoint him. But if they did break his standards, like several of his sons did at 

different times, he would still accept them although he would criticize them. 

Unfortunately, today parents fail to set standards for their children and parents 

fail even to set standards for themselves. Children need structure. One of the reasons 

that so many youngsters are being attracted to cults is that the cults give them structure 

and a feeling of belonging and of being needed. In today’s family, most children are 

being made to feel that they are hindrances, that if it would not be for them, the parents 

could have achieved much greater things, that if it would not have been for them, the 

parents could have fulfilled themselves so much more. Children are told to get out of 

the way. They are shunted off to different schools and camps not so that they will  learn 

and develop, but so their parents can be free to do what they want to do. Children’s 

achievements mean nothing. It is only the parent’s achievements that count. This is not 

the Jewish view. 

In this Torah portion when Jacob asks Joseph to bring his two sons Menachem 

and Ephraim to him so that he, Yaacov, could bless them, it says “and he blessed 

Joseph”. How could this be? Jacob was blessing Joseph’s children, not Joseph, but the 

Rabbis explain that in a home true to Jewish values the greatest blessing that can 

happen to parents is to have their own children blessed. Even the much maligned Bar 

Mitzvah ceremony underlies this important value. What better naches than to have a 

child who can daven and read from the Torah? How much joy this should give the 

parents? The child knows, too, that what he does counts, that the parents have relied on 

him for something, that they have thought so much of him that they were willing to 

trust him with the family’s reputation. In modern families, children are just takers not 

givers, and because the relationship is not mutual, many times the relationship 

deteriorates and breaks out even into open hostility. 

Children need to know that their parents are counting on them, that they give to 

the relationship not just take from it. You do not teach a child responsibility by having 

him clean up his own room because only he has a stake in his own room. You teach him 

responsibility by having him clean up the living room or doing a task you need done. 

Children must always know that they are contributing to the relationship, too, and they 

must always know that, although they are expected to achieve, they will be accepted 

regardless of whether or not they do achieve. Jacob had two names. He was known as 

Jacob and as Israel. Before he received the name Israel, he had had to give a large 

present to his brother and he had to be touched on his thigh in a struggle. Only after that 

could he be called Israel, and only after that was he whole. He was whole only when he 

realized that his money was not complete until he had given charity and he, as a human 

being, was not complete until he was hobbled and tied to a family and to a tradition. No 
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Jew can ever realize himself unless he is tied to others, unless he makes a commitment 

and assumes responsibility for others. 

When Jacob assembled his children to bless them before he died he said, “gather 

and listen sons of Jacob and listen to Israel, your father”. Both names of Jacob and 

Israel are used. Jacob is the name he used when he was studying in school. Jacob is the 

name which signifies standards. Israel is the name which was given to him only after he 

proved that he could live by these standards. He, though, retained both names. All 

through his life he had to struggle to maintain his standards and sometimes he slipped, 

too, but this did not mean that he did not have standards or that he should not live by 

them. He expected the same from his children. They were his children and he expected 

them to live by standards. If they did not, he did not reject them, but he constantly 

urged and reminded them that there were standards and that they should live by them. 

Even in the blessing that he gave them at his deathbed he was not blind to their faults 

but he loved them nevertheless. 

In order to raise families we, too, must candidly admit that we need each other, 

that real commitment is needed, that we expect everyone in the family to live by 

standards but whether or not they do, they will be accepted. They may be criticized and 

even punished, but they will always be accepted. Loyalty, devotion, dedication and 

acceptance are just as great human needs as are travel, personal fulfillment and wealth. 

In order to be whole, let us always remember that we need a family. 

Can you pursue happiness? 

In modern America, happiness, the pursuit of happiness, is considered to be 

man’s prime goal. We are all to pursue happiness. In fact, this concept of the pursuit of 

happiness is the yardstick by which most people measure whether they have succeeded 

in life or not. If you’re happy, you’ve made it, and if you aren’t happy, you’ve failed. 

Notice. though, that in our formulation of this great American goal we have labeled it 

“the pursuit of happiness” as if we always have to run after it, chase it, never sitting still 

lest it will elude us. 

This concept of happiness seems to me to be essentially wrong. Instead of 

producing happiness, it produces great restlessness, feelings of insecurity and the 

inability to enjoy the things we do have. But worse than this, this false concept that we 

must constantly pursue happiness in order to achieve it prevents many people from 

making commitments, commitments to other people, commitments to an honest, decent, 

religious way of life, and even a commitment to develop a particular talent. They’re 

always afraid they’re going to miss something. They’re always afraid that they’re going 

to become too narrow. They’re going to turn forty and the world will have eluded them. 

This is not, of course, the Jewish view. In the Torah portion, Vayechi, we learn 

how Jacob on his deathbed blesses his children. Jacob blesses each of his children and 

points out to them certain things about themselves. Jacob points out that each one has 

his own characteristics, and if he uses them well he will be able to obtain the good and 

fulfilling life, the happy life. The blessing that he gave to his son, Isaachar, is especially 
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revealing. 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 task work”. At first glance, this statement of Jacob doesn’t seem to make any 

sense. If he found a resting place, why is he working so hard? And if he found the 

pleasant land, what does it mean that he became a servant of task work? It doesn’t seem 

at all like he has found a resting place that was good. It just sounds like he has found a 

job which is taxing all his energies. What we have here, though, it seems to me are the 

ingredients which Judaism says one must have in order to have a fruitful and fulfilling 

life. Wide but shallow experiences don’t bring happiness. Happiness comes from 

making deep commitment to something and someone. Jacob is telling us here that first 

you must find an ideal, a resting place 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 you must commit yourself to these ideals and to other people and 

bend your shoulder. Then, and only then, will you be happy. 

In reality, by the time a person has reached twenty-one, surely by the time a 

person is married, he has really experienced almost all of life’s experiences. There may 

be infinite variations of the same experience, but basically, it’s the same experience. 

What makes the difference is how deep our experiences from now on will become. It is 

from this depth commitment that our happiness will spring. I hope that each of you has 

an inner resting place and the ability to make deep commitments. May Jacob’s blessing 

to Issachar be yours. 

How do you show respect? 

In last week’s Torah portion, Vayechi, we learn about Joseph’s death and how 

he was placed in an “aron”, a coffin. In Hebrew the word “aron” has many meanings. It 

means not only a coffin but also the receptacle in which the two tablets containing the 

ten commandments were kept. It also means the ark in front of every synagogue in 

which the Torahs are kept, the Aron Hakodesh - the Holy Ark, the Holy Coffin! How 

strange. 

Why is it that the same word which is used to describe the final container of a 

human being is also used to describe the container of the ten commandments and the 

Torah? I believe our sages, by using the same word, are telling us something very 

profound. Everyone would agree that the amount of respect we have for a person who 

died can not be measured by how much we spent on his coffin. In fact, Judaism 

expressly forbids lavish funerals and demands that the coffin be a simple wooden box. 

How we show respect to a person who died is by carrying on the principles by which he 

lived, not by housing him in an excessively elegant box. 

The same thing is true for the Torah and the ten commandments. We don’t show 

respect for them by housing them in excessively elegant nonfunctional containers. We 

show respect for them by living their principles in life. The Torah in its aron is a lifeless 

substance. It only can come alive if we are willing to put its principles and teachings 

into practice. Unfortunately, in our day there are too many people who feel that they are 
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showing the greatest respect for Judaism by building and only by building containers 

for it but not by living its principles. To them the word aron speaks. 
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Shmos 

Can we know and experience at the same time? 

All of us see life through the prism of the assumptions we make. Our perception 

of what reality really is, is based more on faith than on hard facts. Judaism and the U.S. 

Constitution both share the belief that all men are equal. If we would be asked to prove 

how all men are equal we could not do it. We know that we are all different. Some of us 

are brilliant, some of us are stupid, some of us are short, some of us are tall, some of us 

are hot headed, and some of us are patient, etc., yet we affirm against known facts that 

we are all equal. Our belief that all men are equal is based not on facts but on faith. 

Judaism states that all men are equal because each of us have a piece of God in 

us. Each of us has an eternal something which cannot be defined but which we know is 

there. Each of us knows that we are part of this world and not part of this world. We 

know it in a peculiar way. We know it because of a paradox we have all experienced. 

We can either understand something or experience it, but we can never experience and 

understand something fully at the same time. In order to understand something we must 

remove ourselves from it. We must analyze it. We must withdraw from the experience 

itself in order to be objective. 

You cannot study love while engaged in a passionate embrace nor analyze a 

funny story while rolling in the aisles with laughter. Man by his very nature is split 

between knowing and experiencing, between being part of this world and at the same 

time being apart from it. This is one of the great limitations of man which has led 

Western culture to an either/ or position. Either life is conceived as a battle in which we 

are called upon to suppress all emotion so we can obtain perfect knowledge or as an 

emotional jag in which we have been encouraged to suppress our critical faculties and 

become people who glorify emotional excess (sex and violence) in order to really live. 

Judaism rejects this either/ or position. Judaism says that we must always 

participate but with understanding. The whole purpose of life is to be whole. This 

requires that we understand first and then experience. Our understanding should deepen 

and sanctify our experience. Judaism rejects, too, understanding without experience. 

Disembodied man is no man at all. 

The purpose of religion is to synthesize, to take all elements of life and make 

them into a whole. The purpose of science, on the other hand, is to analyze. That’s why 

there can be no conflict between science and religion. Science is analytical while 

religion is synthetic. The stance of a man of science is that of a disinterested observer. 

The stance of a man of religion is that of a passionate participant. The difference 

between a religious man and a student of religion is the difference between an 

accountant and a property owner. The accountant may know where all his client’s 

property is but he knows that it is not his. The property owner may not know exactly 

where all his assets are but he knows that they are all his. 
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One of the great drawbacks of modern Western educated man is that he does not 

know how to use his emotions. He is trained to either stand back completely from 

himself or to purposefully suppress his critical faculties through drinking, etc., in order 

to experience life. In Judaism we teach that a person cannot stand back from himself 

completely. And that the only reason a person should stand back from himself is so that 

he can learn how to better participate in life, so he can learn how to better dance at a 

wedding, how to better sing at his Shabbos table, how to better laugh and appreciate 

life, and most importantly, how to love more deeply his family and all mankind. 

Understanding and participating are not mutually exclusive. Understanding is meant to 

deepen and steer man’s emotions onto a correct moral path, not to suppress them. 

We find these thoughts recorded in the Torah portion, Shmos. We learn that 

Moshe Rabbeinu was 80 years old when he was first called by God to demand the 

release of the Jewish people. The Torah only records three incidents in Moshe’s life 

before this time. One is the slaying of an Egyptian for beating a defenseless Jew. The 

second is his attempt to mediate a quarrel between two Jews. And the third is his 

assistance to the daughters of Jethro who were being denied water for their sheep by 

other shepherds. Moshe initially made a wrong assumption. When he saw an Egyptian 

beating a defenseless Jew he equated evil with the Egyptian passion for power. He 

thought that he could rid the world of evil. All he had to do was slay the Egyptian. The 

next day, much to his chagrin, he found two Jews fighting. He had thought that the 

source of evil was the Egyptians but here he found that there was evil even among 

Jews. This he could not understand and he fled to Midian. He had thought that the 

knowledge of persecution and the idea of freedom had ennobled all Jews. 

When he arrived in Midian the first thing that greeted him was another act of 

injustice but Moshe, instead of flying into a blind rage and killing the shepherds, sets 

out to right the wrong in front of him. Moshe learned that passion and knowledge can 

both be either good or evil. Moshe had thought that passion, the passion for power of 

the Egyptians, was what corrupts but he learned that even the powerless can be corrupt. 

Moshe thought that knowledge, the idea of freedom, was ennobling but then he found 

that the free shepherds were capable of injustice. Passion is not evil and knowledge, 

ideas, are not good per se. Ideas and passion must go together. Without passion nothing 

constructive in this world can be done because man would not have the strength to 

overcome his own inertia, but uninformed passion will run wild and destroy. The secret 

of life is to hitch passion to morality not to suppress it. to understand how it works and 

to direct it. Passion and understanding must always go together if man is to progress. 

This thought was also expressed when God called Moshe to redeem the Jewish 

people. God appeared to Moshe in the burning bush, a bush which burred and burned 

and burned but was not consumed. That is the symbol of the message God wanted 

Moshe to convey to the Jewish people of the world. Man can burn with passion, with 

excitement, with enthusiasm, with the fire of life and not consume himself or his 

neighbors. The Egyptians’ passion for building, for power, for beauty, for 

understanding need not be at the expense of others. Man can have both understanding 

and experience. He just has to know how to go about it. He must always remember that 

in this life he stands on holy ground and that all of life is holy and should not be 
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stepped on. Moshe, when he came near the burning bush, was told to Shal NaLecha 

which can mean remove that which shuts you out from life, which closes you from 

participating in life. How was he to do this? By listening and understanding the voice of 

God, by doing Mitzvahs. If we wed passion to understanding we, too, can reach life’s 

full meaning and promise. 

Do you slip away? 

The Torah portion which we will read in Shul this Shabbos is Shmos. In it we 

learn of Moses’ first encounter with mighty Pharaoh. Pharaoh is surrounded by a full 

court of advisors, guards, and slaves while Moses is just accompanied by his brother, 

Aron. This is indeed strange. Where were the other leaders of the Jewish people? 

Earlier in this same Torah portion we learn how God told Moses at the burning bush 

that he was to go and gather the elders of Israel and tell them that they were about to be 

redeemed, how the elders would listen to him and how they would come with him to 

Pharaoh. And sure enough, we learn a little later on how Moses did gather the elders of 

Israel and how they did indeed receive his message enthusiastically and how they did 

seem willing to follow him anywhere. Yet when Moses appeared before Pharaoh he 

appeared only with Aron. Where were the elders? Rashi, the great Biblical 

commentator, brings this question up and answers it by saying that originally the elders 

did accompany Moses and Aron. It just happened that as Moses and Aron got closer 

and closer to Pharaoh’s palace the elders behind him slipped away one by one until 

finally when Moses and Aron reached the palace Moses and Aron were alone. In other 

words, when more was required than just talk (in this case courage) the elders backed 

off. The elders all agreed that what Moses was doing was important. They all believed 

in his mission. But they, themselves, aside from some words would offer nothing. How 

often do we find this same situation today? How often do we find certain individuals 

who will heartily endorse certain Jewish institutions and values? How they will agree 

that they are important and how they should and must be preserved? Yet when it comes 

time to find people to do the work to keep them up, be it in the sisterhood or the Shul or 

other Jewish organizations, they are not available. They, unfortunately, are like these 

elders, who if they would have given more of themselves would have shortened and 

ameliorated not only their fellow Jews’ unhappiness but also their own. 

Do you know what’s real and what’s not? 

In the Torah portion, Shmos, which we will read in Shul this Shabbos we learn 

how Moshe was chosen to lead the Jewish people out of the bondage of Egypt. Moshe 

at first doesn’t want to accept this task and after giving a series of excuses finally says, 

“But, behold they will not believe me.” To which God replies, “What’s in your hand?” 

Moshe responds by saying, “a staff.” God then tells him to throw it on the ground 

where it becomes a writhing snake. Moshe then becomes frightened and God tells him 

to pick up the snake by its tail and it will again become a staff. Moshe is then told to 

repeat this demonstration to the people and that then they will believe him. What kind 

of demonstration is this? Why should the people believe that they are going to be 

redeemed just because Moshe can do what looks like a magician’s trick? After all, 

playing with snakes was common in Egypt. And what’s more, later on after Moshe did 
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repeat this demonstration to the people they did believe him. How could this possibly 

be? It seems to me that we are dealing here with something more than just a magician’s 

trick. We are dealing with something which is very relevant to our day, the perception 

of reality. Each of us leans on a series of preconceptions and unproved theorems in 

order to filter the many experiences we have and put some direction and coherence into 

our lives. We all must evaluate constantly and we do this by relying on our staffs, our 

preconceptions. Unfortunately, many of us fail to realize that our preconceptions are 

just that and nothing more and we, many times, begin to think that they are reality 

themselves. When we do this we, many times, make tragic errors. Moshe was told to 

cast his staff on the ground where it became a snake. The same word in Hebrew for 

snake means also to guess. Moshe had to be assured that the people would believe 

him and his message of liberty and human dignity if he could only show them 

that many of the things they took for granted weren’t real but only preconceptions, that 

their staffs were really guesses. His job was to show them what was real and what was 

not. If he could do this he couldn’t help but succeed in winning them over. The same 

applies in our day, too. Unfortunately, there are too many people today who mix up 

reality and preconception and so are doomed to live tragic unhappy lives. Do you know 

what’s real and what’s not? 
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Vaera 

Some causes of depression 

“I’m depressed, feeling down, feeling blue. I hate getting up in the morning”. 

These are commonly expressed feelings which we constantly hear about us. “I just do 

not want to do anything. Why can’t anything go right? It would have been better if I 

would not have got out of bed, if I would not have even tried”, goes the refrain of these 

people. So many people today feel low. They feel that everything they do is wrong or 

bad and they are unhappy. “I only wish I could do something, be a different person, 

change my outlook on life”, they say. “Why can’t I do anything? Why am I so 

helpless?” 

These feelings of depression, it is true, are very difficult to handle. Life is hard 

and sometimes we all feel that the world is caving in on us. We all sometimes feel that 

we are being overwhelmed. We all sometimes feel that we cannot cope but none of us 

must ever feel that our situation is completely hopeless. Each of us has the inner 

resources necessary to overcome life’s problems if we will but try. We all have the God 

given power to rejuvenate and renew ourselves. The important thing in Judaism has 

always been each individual’s capacity for self renewal. 

Every day is a new day and countless new Mitzvahs, joys, and challenges await 

us. We, each of us, have the opportunity to remake ourselves. That is why we do not 

have a holiday which celebrates the original dedication of the Temple, but do have a 

holiday called Chanukah which celebrates the rededication of the Temple. Renewing 

ourselves, remaking ourselves, rededicating ourselves is much more important than so 

called new experiences, flights into fantasy, or escapes into self indulgence, ego trips or 

alibis. 

In the Torah portion, Vaera, we have demonstrated two particular ways in which 

we can remake ourselves so we can cope. Moshe is filled with despair. He had been 

sent to liberate the Jewish people, to ameliorate their condition, but instead all his 

efforts had led only to the Jewish people’s further degradation and to his own feelings 

of impotence. He had tried but, it seems, he had failed. The Jewish people not only 

were not freed but they were required to make the same number of bricks, this time 

without straw. Worse yet, they were blaming Moshe for this and their initial enthusiasm 

for him had turned to great hostility. He had made them stink in the eyes of Pharaoh. 

Moshe pleads before God to be relieved of his responsibility. God, though, does 

not relieve him of his responsibility but the Torah says God commanded them (Moshe 

and Aron) to the sons of Israel and to Pharaoh, King of Egypt. Moshe hears how he was 

commanded to the sons of Israel and to Pharaoh and immediately his depression lifts. 

This does not, at first glance, seem to make sense. What did God command him? 

The Sifri says that God commanded Moshe how to conduct himself, how to 

adopt the proper attitude when speaking to the children of Israel and when speaking to 

Pharaoh. Much of Moshe’s problems stemmed from the fact that he did not know how 
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to talk to people. His feelings of depression, of impotence, came because he did not 

know how to conduct himself. God told him to speak gently to the children of Israel, to 

lead them patiently and to bear unjustified criticism because the Jewish people were 

suffering. 

People, when they are suffering, say and do all sorts of things they neither mean 

or even intend. They are merely reacting to their suffering. Moshe should listen to their 

suffering and not to their words. Moshe had to learn how to react to the whole person 

and not to just individual words. 

Moshe was also commanded to speak to the arrogant, stubborn, bull headed 

Pharaoh with respect. Even though Pharaoh was 100% wrong, even though he was a 

merciless tyrant, he was still a human being and he occupied a high office and he 

should be respected. Even when you know that you are 100% right and the other person 

is a 100% wrong you still must treat the other person with respect, even though he is a 

Pharaoh. We cannot achieve worthwhile goals even if we have brilliant ideas if we 

adopt wrong attitudes. Learning how to conduct ourselves with patience, courtesy, and 

respect will allow us to advance to our goals, but, more important, it will relieve us of 

feelings of helplessness and lift our depression. 

There is, though, another type of depression which is even worse. It is a type of 

depression which comes from a loss of feeling and is marked by a sense of boredom 

and a lack of enthusiasm. To this type of depression the Torah portion, Vaera, also 

speaks. The people who suffer from this type of depression are overwhelmed by life. 

They’ve lost all contact with their feelings. They always want somebody else to do 

something which will allow them to feel something. They feel dead inside. Life has 

only grays. There is no pizzaz, no feeling of joy. They just cannot get with it. 

When Moshe and Aron are about to appear before Pharaoh God tells them that 

Pharaoh will ask them to give a sign “to show a wonder for you”. Pharaoh will test 

them. God, though, says that Pharaoh will not ask them to show a wonder for him or for 

the Egyptian court, but he will ask “show a wonder for you”. Pharaoh will only be 

impressed if Moshe and Aron are impressed themselves. The only way for Moshe to 

have influence over Pharaoh is for Moshe to be impressed by his own words, by his 

own deeds. 

There is only one way to gain joy and enthusiasm in life and that is to do 

something joyful, to do something enthusiastically. You cannot sit back and watch 

somebody else do something and get the same feeling out of it. If you want to get the 

feeling of prayer, then you must Daven. If you want to get the feeling of self fulfillment 

which comes from learning, then you must study. If you want to feel the joy of a 

wedding, then you must dance. Life cannot be lived vicariously, second hand. 

Depression comes so often to so many people because they think that they no 

longer have to do, but that they can now only watch. Feelings spring from within. They 

must be triggered by our acts. They cannot come from just observing. 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES 

PAGE 56 OF 234 

HO1  16446v2 

Let us all remember that no one need be depressed, that depression and feelings 

of hopelessness can be overcome if we will but adopt the right attitudes toward others 

and ourselves and learn how to participate and not just observe. Let us always 

remember that we can cope if we want to and in life we can achieve inner joy. As our 

tradition teaches us, God is felt only where there is joy, and joy depends on us. May 

you all have this joy. 
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Bo 

No ultimate victories 

One of the most prevalent myths today is that we can win some sort of 

immediate ultimate victory in life, a victory which will assure us that from now on we 

will be able, without any further effort, to feel morally, physically, and emotionally 

secure, that if we will only accomplish some one particular thing we will be able to 

solve all our problems and live happily ever after. This myth, according to Judaism, is 

false and even very dangerous. Because of this myth many of our young people 

succumb to the lure of cults and many of our older people are searching for something 

which doesn’t exist. 

In life we are all always vulnerable. Physical, emotional, psychological, and 

economic security and happiness have to be worked for and are a very tenuous 

ephemeral thing. We live in a world which is ever changing and very ambiguous. All of 

us need many contradictory things. We all live trying to balance our many external and 

internal needs while at the same time trying to maintain our dignity and integrity. The 

world makes many demands on us and we sometimes feel torn in many directions. 

Many people look for instant panaceas to solve their problems. They want to be 

assured that they will be able to have peace of mind throughout their life. 

Unfortunately, these people want some magic one time solution to all their problems. 

Judaism teaches us that there is no magic one time solution, that we live in an 

unredeemed world where we are subject to conflicting desires, hopes, and needs, and 

that in order to maintain our integrity and humanity we must constantly balance the 

forces working on us. We cannot ever let up and there is no instant formula for success. 

Life is like driving on a mountain road. If we do not have full control of the car 

at all times and look out for all the curves and all the rolling rocks and all the other 

drivers we will soon end up over the cliff and on the mountain floor. Beyond one curve 

there is always another. There are no ultimate victories in life. We cannot say that if we 

will do one particular thing we will be happy and never have to struggle again. This is 

not so. Life is not a war which can be won once and for all. Every success in life brings 

with it new problems. 

Other religions say that if we will only take in a copilot or put our trust in a 

certain person or force we will immediately have instant peace of mind and easy sailing 

in life. We cannot agree with this. Marxism says that all we have to do in order to have 

the happy and contented life is to build a good road, to remove all the boulders from 

our path and then we can drive our car of life with no problems. We can’t agree with 

Marx that out of thesis and antithesis there comes one enduring synthesis. 

Judaism says that it is important to have faith and it is important to build a good 

road, but the most important thing is to learn how to drive and always drive. We human 

beings are creatures living in a world of conflicting forces. We must learn how to 

balance them. That’s what Jewish learning and the Jewish way of life is all about. If we 
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learn how to balance the conflicting forces working on us we will be able to soar to the 

heights like a rocket all of whose jets must balance each other. If not we will fail. But 

we must constantly work at it. One of the secrets of the United States government is 

that it has a system of checks and balances which allow it to balance itself. Judaism 

applies this principle throughout all life. We must learn how to constantly balance these 

conflicting forces if we are to lead decent lives. 

A good thing done to excess can so unbalance life that it becomes an evil and a 

destroyer of values. Earning a living is a good thing but if only earning a living is 

stressed, then we will spiritually wither and eventually will do anything for money. We 

all live poised on a tightrope swaying sometimes in one direction and sometimes in 

another direction in order to maintain our balance on the thin line of human decency 

and integrity. 

In the Torah portion, Bo, we learn many of these lessons. The Jewish people are 

about to be redeemed from slavery. Their freedom from slavery, though, did not mean 

that now all their problems were solved. On the contrary they were now commanded to 

perform certain acts which were to demonstrate to them that in order to lead the good 

life they would have to learn how to balance the conflicting forces about and in them. 

They had to learn that inner discipline is necessary in order to balance these forces.  

Freedom would not in itself assure them happiness. That’s why the first thing 

they were commanded to do was to prepare for a seder. They were to gather as families. 

Freedom did not mean desertion of responsibility. They were to eat unleavened bread. 

Freedom was not to puff them up. They were not to think, as tragically happens many 

times, that their freedom gave them the right to trample on someone else’s freedom. 

Leaven is the symbol for passion in the Jewish tradition. They shouldn’t be so drunk on 

freedom that they fail to realize that freedom also demands from them deprivation and 

sacrifice. 

They were to eat bitter herbs because life with freedom was not going to be only 

sweet. They would still have to contend with life’s many forces. The lamb was not to be 

eaten raw or boiled but roasted, again to symbolize that neither raw emotion nor 

overripe discussion which is boiled over talk is the proper way. The exodus from Egypt 

was also commanded to be mentioned continually, to be taught to the children and to be 

always recognized, to let us know that the struggle to maintain ourselves in the world 

with dignity and humanity is perpetual and there are no one time magic solutions. 

We were also commanded in this Torah portion about the putting on of tefillin 

which, too, signifies that our hands are tied in many aspects of life, that we must 

balance our head with our hand, theory with practice, force with common sense in order 

to live the good life. By following the Jewish way of life we are able to balance 

conflicting interests about us and exist with dignity and humanity. There are no easy 

answers. There are no final victories. Freedom, too, must be balanced. It only gives us 

the opportunity to discipline ourselves so that we will not fall off life’s steep curves. It 

does not allow us to do anything we want. 
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The only possible physical, emotional, spiritual, and even economic security in 

life is internal not external. It is the inner discipline we possess to rebound from all 

reverses and to see clearly the path ahead. May we all be granted this inner strength, 

and may we always have the strength and vision to balance life’s many conflicting 

forces. 

How’s your thinking? 

In the Torah portion, Bo, which we will read in Shul this coming Shabbos, we 

will learn about the first commandment which was given to the Jewish people in the 

Torah -- the commandment to take a lamb, publicly display it for three days, slaughter 

it, smear its blood on our doorposts and then eat it. This commandment was considered 

so important that it was, in effect, made the precondition for our people’s successful 

exodus from Egypt. Those families who did not observe this commandment were to 

suffer the same fate as the Egyptians and lose their first born. 

What is the meaning of this commandment? Up to this time, throughout the 

story of the exodus, the Jewish people had remained completely passive. They had been 

called upon to do nothing and had not offered to do nothing. Why, of all 

commandments, was this commandment given to the Jewish people before they were 

allowed to gain their freedom? 

It seems to me that the answer to these questions lies in the particular animal the 

Jewish people were told to seize, slaughter and consume. The lamb, to the Egyptians, 

was divine. Around it the Egyptians had built a whole ideological and theological 

system. The principle reason, to my mind, why we were commanded to seize and 

slaughter this animal was not so much that we would have a part in our redemption, in 

fact initiate it, (although this was probably part of the reason) but so we would rid 

ourselves once and for all of the ideology of Egypt which, in reality, produced the 

degradation under which we had suffered. We did not deserve freedom until we, with 

one grand gesture, were willing to renounce the ideology of Egypt. 

The tragedy of most rebellions, slave or otherwise, is that the oppressed and the 

oppressor just change places. The ideologies or underlying psychological attitudes 

which produced the oppression aren’t smashed, they are only reversed. This, of course, 

is true even on a personal level, even truer. How many times have we seen people who 

have suffered from the cruel tongues or coldness of others only turn right around and 

inflict these same miseries on others when they get the chance? The first commandment 

in the Torah tells us that none of us deserve freedom from oppression either on a 

personal or national scale until we reject the ideology of our oppressors, not just change 

places with them. The only way to end injustice is not just to revolt but also to change 

our thinking. 

Do your activities shine? 

In the Torah portion, Bo, which we will read this Shabbos in Shul we learn 

about the first Mitzvah which was given Jewish people. This Mitzvah was given to the 
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Jewish people while they were still slaves in Egypt. It was a very strange Mitzvah to be 

chosen as the very first commandment to be given to a slave people who were to be 

soon freed in order to be God’s chosen instrument in bringing morality to the world. 

We would expect that the first commandment would be some rousing declaration 

against man’s inhumanity but instead it is a commandment to set up a calendar. And not 

any old calendar but a calendar based on the moon, a calendar which stipulates that 

every Jewish month must start with the appearance of the new sliver of a moon and that 

the month of the exodus, the month of Nisan, must always be considered the first 

month. Why should this be? What possible bearing can this have upon leading the 

moral life, leading the Godly life? It seems to me that we have here one of Judaism’s 

truths which still has not been learned by the modern world. And that is that in order to 

be moral one must learn how to sanctify time, that one of the major reasons people and 

cultures are not moral is because they do not know how to use their time. You cannot 

just base morality on a series of no’s. You must give people something positive to do. 

You must invest mundane tasks and learning itself with sanctity. Why the moon as a 

source of reckoning? Because the moon has no light of its own. It only can be seen if it 

basks; if it is reflected by a higher light. So, too, all human activity. It, too, can only 

shine; can only give happiness if it reflects a higher light. The difference between a 

slave and a freeman is the ability to control time. This freedom alone, though, is not 

enough. Our time must be sanctified. All our activities can and should have meaning. 

Even doing our own thing will grow wearisome if it doesn’t serve a higher purpose. It, 

too, must reflect a higher light. If time weighs heavy on our hands then soon we will 

cease being moral. Dullness, boredom and worse will quickly follow. Do you reflect a 

higher light? Do your activities shine? 

Can you still grow? 

In the Torah portion, Bo, which we will read in the Shul this Shabbos we learn 

about the last three plagues: locust, darkness, and the smiting of the first born. The ten 

plagues are grouped in three groups of three with the last plague, smiting of the first 

born being in a class all by itself. The first plague of each group of three is a general 

plague which causes general disturbance; the second of each group of three is directed 

against property and the third against the person of the Egyptians. Thus, the third 

plague is vermin and the sixth plague is boils. How though are we to explain the ninth 

plague which is darkness? How can this be explained as a plague against persons? Also, 

why does the Torah use the following sentence to describe it, “They did not see one 

another, nor did any of them rise from his place.” What was so bad about that? Why 

should darkness have been chosen to be a plague? And not only a plague, but the worst 

plague, the ninth plague, the last in the series of the so-called natural plagues, plagues 

which can be interpreted naturally? (The killing of the first born, of course, could have 

no natural explanation. We know of no disease which only strikes the first born.) Why 

was darkness chosen to be the very worst natural plague? It seems to me that we have 

here Judaism’s comment on what constitutes the good life. The worst plague is 

darkness, the darkness which blinds a person from seeing another, from being able to 

look upon another’s misery and to help him. When we have become so insensitive that 

we cannot even see other people’s misery then we have destroyed so much of our own 

soul that we are from then on incapable of any further type of growth and development. 
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And, of course, a life without growth is intolerable. It can only be a life of despair. This 

is what the Torah means when it describes the darkness as “They did not see one 

another, nor did any of them rise from his place.” Further growth was impossible for 

them. They, by cutting themselves off from their brothers, had really destroyed 

themselves. Unfortunately, in our day there are far too many people who fail to realize 

this. They think that they can still have personal growth despite their disdain for their 

brother and the harm they cause him. To them this Torah portion speaks. You have cut 

yourself off from now on; despair will be your lot, not growth. Can you still grow? 

Do you fight people or ideas? 

In the Torah portion which we will read in the Synagogue this Shabbos, Bo, we 

learn about the Exodus of our people from Egypt. In this Torah portion we also learn 

how we are to commemorate the Exodus by holding a seder, eating unleaven bread, etc. 

One of the ways we are supposed to commemorate the Exodus is by putting on 

Tephillin, Phylacteries every weekday. What could the putting on of Tephillin possibly 

have to do with the Exodus from Egypt? The Jewish people certainly didn’t have 

Tephillin on the night they left Egypt. What’s the connection? True, we know that the 

Tephillin symbolizes the marriage of the Jewish people to God, with the strap on the 

head symbolizing the veil, the seven windings around the arm the seven wedding 

blessings and the three windings around the finger the marriage ring. But what do the 

Tephillin have to do with the Exodus from Egypt? It seems to me that if we look closer 

at the Tephillin we can see that there is a very definite connection. The Tephillin box on 

the head contains four separate compartments with a separate piece of parchment rolled 

in each of them and is adorned with the letter Shin on two opposite sides of the box. 

The Tephillin box on the hand, in contrast, is composed of only a single compartment 

containing the same four Torah texts as the box on the head but all written on one 

parchment and with no letters adorning this box. On the hand, itself, and not on the box 

on the hand Shin, Daled, Yud appear when the straps on the hand are wound correctly. 

In the realm of the intellect, of the head, the Torah allows for all sorts of disagreements 

and compartments in man’s striving for the two Shins, for the Shin of Shalom, peace 

and order and harmony with his fellow-man, and the Shin of Shaddai, his striving for 

peace and harmony with God. In these areas there is room for discussion and dispute 

but in the realm of the hand, of practice, there can be no room for dispute. Every person 

has the right to be treated with absolute respect and dignity. We can disagree with other 

people’s ideas, even hotly dispute other’s ideas, but we cannot do this to people. Every 

person, we must remember, is created in the image of God and is deserving of respect. 

The letters Shin, Daled, Yud are wound on everyone’s hand. Unfortunately, the slavery 

in Egypt was brought on because one Jew did not respect another. Joseph was sold into 

slavery because the brothers couldn’t stand his ideas and illusions. They had a right to 

disagree with his ideas but they had no right to treat him as they did. Unfortunately, in 

our day, too, there are those who, in the name of their own ideas, would treat others 

with disrespect. They have not learned the lesson of Egypt or the Tephillin. Can you 

honor those with whom you disagree? Do you fight people or ideas? 
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Beshalach 

How’s your taste? 

Many times people have come to me complaining of various things. Many times 

their complaints have been justified and many times they have not. They complain 

about many things and sometimes even about many people. It seems that, in many 

instances, they are not looking to correct mistakes or change things for the better, but 

they are looking to tear down certain institutions or certain people so that they can 

either build themselves up or slander others by recounting their past errors or alleged 

past errors. This attitude is really nothing new. It isn’t constructive because it doesn’t 

look to the future and how to better the situation, but to the past and it isn’t new. 

In fact, in the Torah portion, Beshalach, we learn about these types of 

destructive, despairing complaints, the complaints which the Jewish people had when 

they left Egypt and wandered in the desert. These complaints seem especially strange 

since in this same Torah portion we have the magnificent event recorded of how Israel 

was saved from slavery by the destruction of the Egyptian army when the waters of the 

Red Sea returned on top of the Egyptians as they were pursuing Israel. The people were 

so overwhelmed by this sight that they burst forth in a stirring song. In fact, the Sabbath 

on which we read this Torah portion is referred to as Shabbos Shira because of this 

song. But immediately after this joyful, grateful, exhilarating, spontaneous burst of 

good feeling the Jewish people began to complain, even going so far as to say, “Would 

that we had died in the land of Egypt when we sat by the fleshpots, when we did eat 

bread to the full”. From the heights of common good feeling they plunged to the abyss 

of complaining despair. What could have caused such a swing in feeling? 

Perhaps the answer to this question lies in the story of the manna which is also 

found in this Torah portion. Right in the middle of a whole series of complaints we 

learn how God caused the manna to fall. It appeared each morning covered on top and 

bottom with a layer of dew. The Torah records that the reason it was called the manna 

is because when the Jewish people first saw this substance which was to be their food 

for forty years while they wandered in the desert they asked, “Man Hu? (What is it?)” 

The Rabbis explain that the manna contained all sorts of flavors so that every person 

could taste in it anything that he particularly liked. When he desired something special 

to eat, all he had to say was, “I wish I had this delicacy”, and that piece of manna in his 

mouth immediately acquired that taste. What he tasted was what he wanted to taste. 

This, I believe, is why the story of the manna was inserted in the middle of all 

these complaints. People see and hear many times what they want to see and hear. Most 

of the judgments we make are brought about more by subjective attitudes than by 

objective facts. It is only an overpowering event like the redemption from Egypt which 

will bring unanimity and only then for a short period of time. People have a tendency to 

try to justify themselves through the faults of others. This is a rather easy thing to do, 

but many times it leaves a bitter taste in everyone’s mouth, including the person who 

spouts off about the faults of everyone but himself. 
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In life we can be miserable only seeing the bad, or we can be joyful by seeing 

the good and trying to transform the bad. We each carry a song within us. But this song 

can quickly turn to dissonance and cacophony. The manna of our spiritual life is 

dependent upon us. What it is, what it will be depends on whether or not we can only 

see the bad in everyone and everything, or if we’re willing to see the good and beautiful 

and willing to lend a hand to fix what is bad. Haven’t you noticed that those who are 

always only complaining always seem to be the most miserable? I hope that your 

manna always tastes sweet and beautiful. Don’t ruin your song. 
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Yisro 

Are we all teenagers? 

One of the big lies of our generation is that the happiest time of our lives is 

when we were teenagers. Being young, being a member of the Pepsi generation, being 

in or about to enter college is the happiest time of life. Nothing could be further from 

the truth. Suicide is one of the leading causes of death among teenage and college 

students. Many teenagers are very, very unhappy. That’s why so many of them are 

attracted to cults. Teenagers do not know who they are or what they are. They do not 

know how to handle their emotions and they are not sure about their abilities. They 

vacillate between wanting complete freedom and complete structure in their lives. They 

do not know that their self-worth is determined not by what they can do but what they 

are. 

Our modern culture in so many ways resembles the teenage experience. Many 

have defined modern American culture as an adolescent culture. We do not know who 

we are or what we are. We constantly are doubting our own self-worth and we all feel 

the need to expand our freedom while, at the same time, demanding structure and 

control. We do not want to have our responsibilities defined but we want everybody 

else to act responsibly toward us and to give us our rights. We no longer talk about 

duties but only about our rights. We demand but we are not willing to give. 

This is probably also one of the major reasons why so many marriages are 

breaking up. Young couples talk about sharing everything when really they mean they 

should not have any definite responsibilities and duties. And because neither partner 

has any definite responsibilities or duties, there is a great deal of frustration because 

neither partner knows what to expect from the other. Each partner looks to the other for 

his or her rights while denying that he or she has any duties. They also do not define 

any common goals in their marriage claiming that everyone should be able to do his or 

her thing. This, too, leads only to frustration and conflict. They condemn themselves to 

unhappiness. 

In the Torah portion, Yisro, we have many of these ideas spelled out. Yisro, 

Moses’ father-in-law, the Rabbis tell us, had six other names. These names were 

Chovaiv, Chover, Re’uel, Petuel, Kaini, and Yeser. Translated into English they can 

mean lover, lots of friends, mystic-drugs, rich man, smith-artisan, and intellectual 

consistency. Yisro, before he joined the Jewish people, was searching throughout all his 

life to find out who he was and what he was. He was a perpetual teenager. He thought 

he could find meaning in his life and define who he was and what he was by 

successfully becoming one, a great lover; two, having lots of friends; three, engaging in 

mysticism or drugs; four, becoming a rich man; five, becoming a skilled artisan; and 

finally six, by pursuing intellectual consistency. He tried all those paths and all of them 

failed. He did not realize that all these things were basically outside of him. Whether he 

was any of these things had no bearing on his real essence. He had to learn, and he did 

learn when he joined the Jewish people, that he had self-worth because God created 

him, and that as long as he tried to live a moral life and contribute what he could he 
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would be a success in life and life would have meaning for him. His place and 

contribution to the world would always be worthy if it was his. 

In the world today we find many people who try to solve the problem of who 

they are and what they are by either becoming swingers or lovers, social climbers, drug 

users, accumulators of great wealth, artisans of one type or another, or by submitting 

themselves to intellectually consistent philosophies no matter what the cost in human 

relationships. All these paths are doomed to failure. Perhaps the most dangerous of 

them all is the path of intellectual consistency because it leads to the most dangerous of 

all aberrations, the idea that the integrity of a philosophy is more important than people. 

Communism and cultism all end up by sacrificing people for their theories, and we 

Jews know what Naziism means. 

The Rabbis say that the reason Yisro joined the Jewish people was because he 

heard about the splitting of the Red Sea and the war of Amalek. They asked why these 

two events should have prompted Yisro to find in Judaism what he could not find in all 

the other philosophies and religions he searched out and tried. The answer given is that 

the Red Sea did not occur until Nachson Ben Aminodev jumped into the Red Sea. God 

looks for and wants and needs our contribution to the world no matter how seemingly 

unimportant we may think it is. God does not require us to be the greatest, most 

talented person. He gives every individual in the world a role and, by being who we are 

we can all contribute and our contribution is significant even if it only is jumping into 

an ocean. 

Secondly, he heard about the war of Amalek. The Rabbis teach us that Amalek 

attacked the rear of the Jewish people, the Nachsholeem, which the Rabbis translate to 

mean those people who were backsliders, those people who were not fulfilling the 

Mitzvahs of the Torah. In other words, Amalek thought that he could win the battle 

against the Jewish people because he attacked only the non-religious Jews, Jews from 

the tribe of Dan, who were idol worshippers. Amalek thought the other Jews would not 

care. But Moshe and Joshua did care and they fought for them even though they were 

not religious Jews. This impressed Yisro. Judaism, he saw, considers people more 

important than theory. People are important just because they are God’s creatures. 

It is not what you can do or what you have which makes you important or 

successful. If you do the best you can and try to live a moral life that is all God expects 

of you. If you do that then you will find inner happiness and self-worth. Teenagers have 

great difficulty dealing with the world and our teenage culture has even greater 

difficulties. Let us all learn, as Yisro learned, that our self-worth comes from living a 

moral life and doing the best we can and not from running after things which can in the 

end only make us unhappy and deny us any feeling of inner satisfaction or self-worth. 

You are important because God created you and he asks only that you do your best.  

Are our actions killing our feeling? 

In the Torah portion which we read in Shul last week, Yisro, we learn how 

Yisro, Moshe’s father-in-law, the priest of Midian, hears all that God had done for 
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Moshe and Israel and comes to join them. When he comes, he notices that Moshe is 

sitting from the morning till dusk, while all the people are standing about him waiting 

to be judged. Yisro demurs at this kind of conduct and quickly suggests to Moshe that 

he institute a series of lower courts so that only the hard cases will be brought to him, 

so that “you will not wither away, both you and the people that is with you”. Yisro, our 

Rabbis tell us, was concerned here not only for the physical well being of Moshe but 

also for the honor of the people of Israel. He felt that it wasn’t right for Moshe to be 

sitting while the Jewish people had to stand all day in order to get justice. 

This is very hard to understand. After all, who could be more solicitous of the 

people’s welfare than Moshe? Didn’t he more than once risk everything for this people? 

Wouldn’t he, in the future, even turn down God’s offer to begin a new people from him 

and plead that this people must be forgiven? Who could ever accuse Moshe of slighting 

this people for whom he sacrificed and continued to sacrifice so much for? But this 

indeed is what Yisro accuses him of and with which our Rabbis, by saying that Yisro is 

right, concur. What is the meaning of this? 

It seems to me that here Yisro and our Rabbis are telling us something very 

important, something which we forget too often. They are telling us that great feelings 

of love and respect can be killed, can be withered away, by small acts of discourtesy 

and impoliteness, thoughtless acts which can be quickly rationalized away by the 

person committing them. How many times have we heard the phrase when someone 

failed to show up or help or be kind, “But you know how I really feel.” The answer to 

this phrase is that unless a person changes his actions, soon we and he really won’t feel 

anything. Yisro knew this and so should we. Are our actions killing our feelings? 
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Mishpateem 

Are you having any fun? 

Today everybody wants to have fun, an all embracing experience which makes 

us feel good all over. The whole object of life for many people is just to have fun. 

“Let’s have a good time. If it’s no fun I don’t want to do it”, is the cry of many of these 

people. Fun, however, always seems to elude them, especially the morning after. 

In the Torah portion, Mishpateem, we learn about an all embracing experience, 

a fun experience which endured and which really was fun. How did it come about? 

According to Nachmanides this experience occurred right after our ancestors had 

received the Ten Commandments. God ordered Moshe to show the Jewish people what 

the practical consequences would be of their accepting the Ten Commandments. He did 

this by having Moshe read to them the detailed laws found in this Torah portion which 

are referred to as the Book of the Covenant. The people were not dismayed. They were 

not taken aback. They were not discouraged, and they all proclaimed, “All that the Lord 

has spoken we will do”. 

Right after this declaration the elders of Israel experienced a mystical vision of 

God. They experienced something that was so overpowering and so unique that it made 

them feel the real essence of life. But immediately after this experience the Torah says 

something really strange. It says, “And they beheld God and did eat and drink”. 

What a strange thing to say. What does eating and drinking have to do with 

learning Torah and beholding God? Why mention eating and drinking at all? What is it 

that prompted the Torah to mention this whole strange incident? 

I believe that the Torah here is telling us something very important about having 

fun, about eating and drinking, about partying. According to Judaism there is nothing 

wrong with 

eating and drinking but it must, if it is to bring joy, celebrate something other 

than itself. Partying in itself cannot provide joy. Too many people in our day 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 God 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. So often in life we confuse the external with 

the internal. We fail to realize that without inner joy outer joy is impossible. That’s why 

I believe the Torah is compared so often to water. 

Water is something we take for granted, but it is necessary for all life. Water, if 

it is pure, is tasteless, odorless, and colorless but without it we cannot live. Other 

substances are more tasty, have more tang, seem to give more pleasure, but they will 
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destroy us and all our feeling of well being if we do not first have water. The same is 

true of Torah. Torah allows us to be at peace with ourselves, to have a sense of well 

being, to feel that we have some worth and dignity. This is what gives us a sense of true 

inner joy. 

We all must have a sense of inner well being if we are to feel joy. This sense can 

only come from trying to be good, from trying to do the right thing, from trying to be 

right with ourselves, with others, and with God. Then we will have an inner joy which 

can be expressed and which will be expressed in eating and drinking, in a Kiddush, a 

Shala Suedos, a Sheva Brochos, a Shabbos meal, a Bar Mitzvah Party, etc. If we lack 

this sense of inner well being no amount of eating or drinking will give us any inner 

satisfaction. We will have no fun. Fun can come only when it comes from within and 

flows out, not when it is artificially stimulated from outside. 

May you all have this sense of inner well being, and may you all experience 

only true joy. May all your days be fun. Amen. 
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Trumah 

Reality, humor and art 

In life distinctions are very important. Many times things look exactly the same 

but they really are not. We all have a tendency to try to justify everything we do by 

saying that either someone else did the same thing we want to do or that what we want 

to do has always been acceptable in the past. We fail to make proper distinctions. 

The main reason for this, I believe, is that many times we fail to realize that we 

are rooted in reality. Many times we fail to realize that we cannot treat life the way we 

would like life to be but we must treat it the way it is. One of the basic realities of life is 

that we all are limited. We cannot always do what we want to do, not even the way we 

want to do it. Certain things must be done in certain ways and even in a certain order. 

We cannot put our socks on after we put our shoes on. We cannot reverse time. We 

cannot change the past and we cannot give ourselves physical characteristics or talents 

which we do not possess. 

It’s very hard to live knowing that we are limited. Our minds soar and we 

understand many things but just because we understand the laws of nature does not 

mean that we are exempt from them. In the realm of interpersonal relationships we will 

get hurt and do a lot of harm if we feel that just because we understand human emotion 

and passion we are above them. We can understand all the laws of physics but that does 

not mean that we will not fall if we jump off a cliff. We can understand all about human 

passions but still be trapped and hurt by them. 

In Judaism we are called upon to live in reality. This doesn’t mean that we 

shouldn’t let our minds soar. But it does mean that we should never believe that our 

mind can allow us to overcome reality, to put us over it. We are supposed to always 

examine reality but never believe that we can escape from it. That’s why humor has 

always been a Jewish trait. Humor lifts us above life. It is a superb critical faculty. In 

fact, the Talmud teaches us that dreams, prophecy, and the learning of Torah can be 

acquired only through humor. 

Humor is judgemental. It points out the absurdities of life by showing how 

things that are valid in one situation are foolish in another. Humor is also dangerous 

because humor can destroy. It can reduce everything to absurdity and it can never build 

anything in the place of the reality it destroys. Humor depends upon sharp distinctions. 

Humor teaches us that we cannot overgeneralize. If, however, humor is used to show us 

that everything is absurd and nothing matters then it can destroy all hope. Humor makes 

its point by dwelling on our limitations. 

The story about the scientist who claimed that he invented a computer which 

was almost human illustrates this point beautifully. The other scientists looked at him 

and said, “How is it human? Does the computer think or feel?” “No,” the scientist said, 

“but when it makes a mistake I taught it to blame another computer.” 
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In the Torah portion, Trumah, we have this same lesson enunciated. We all think 

we know that Judaism prohibits all graven images. Didn’t we all learn that the Jewish 

people were punished because they made a Golden Calf, a graven image? However, this 

is not completely true. Judaism doesn’t prohibit all graven images. 

In this Torah portion we learn that the Jewish people were commanded to build 

an ark cover for the Ten Commandments which had two cherubim jutting out from it in 

the shape of a boy and a girl. These two graven images were in the Holy of Holies. 

Here were two figures, the Rabbis say, wrapped in an embrace above the Ten 

Commandments. They had wings and symbolically they were soaring to heaven while, 

at the same time, concerned about each other. 

Judaism has never had anything against art. What Judaism has always protested 

against is when art takes the place of reality. Reality is the Ten Commandments. 

Reality are the limitations under which we must all act. By our very nature we can and 

cannot do certain things. Our minds can soar, our imagination can leap to the heaven 

safely only if we are rooted in reality. 

The problem occurs when we feel that the only reality is art. Then the creation 

of our minds take precedence over everything else and we feel justified in breaking 

moral commitments and harming others in order to achieve an imaginary reality. This, 

of course, happened in ancient Rome and even in our days when millions of people 

have died so that someone’s theory can reach its aesthetic or logical conclusion. If the 

images cover the ark, beautify it, and are ancillary to it then Judaism approves them. If 

humor allows us to see the world more clearly and to bring home our limitations and 

make us more tolerant then Judaism is for it, but if it destroys everything and leads to 

despair and hopelessness then Judaism would fight it just as it would fight art if it 

becomes an object of worship and causes us to break basic moral law. 

Judaism claims that we can all achieve a happy and fulfilling life even with our 

limitations, and that we can use art and humor to help us achieve this fulfilling life as 

long as we have the Commandments as our firm moral base. There is nothing wrong 

with art or humor as long as we realize we still are tied to reality. May each of us 

always see clearly and beautifully, laugh loudly and always remember to act nobly. Life 

within reality can be beautiful and fun, too. 

Flow do you use your talents? 

In the Torah portion which we will read in the Synagogue this Shabbos, 

Trumah, we learn how our forefathers were commanded to build a Sanctuary so that “I 

shall dwell among them.” In other words the Jewish people were not to build a 

Sanctuary so that God should dwell in it but that he should dwell among them. The 

Jewish people were to develop and use their skills, their talents, and their creative 

powers so that God would dwell among each of them. The Sanctuary was only a means 

to an end. What, though, does this mean? Doesn’t Judaism teach that each of us 

contains already from birth a divine spark? What can it possibly mean that we are to 

develop our creative skills and talents so that God can dwell in each of us? Doesn’t he 
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already do so? I think that the answer to this question can be found in the peculiar 

Hebrew word MCHYH. This word can have many meanings depending upon which 

vowels you read it with. As all of you know, in most Hebrew texts vowels are not used. 

This word can mean a way of earning a living (Michyah) a raw spot (also Michayah) 

destruction (M’chiyah) or a wonderful soul refreshing experience (M’chayeh). The 

difference between the pronunciation of these words is minute. The difference between 

a M’chayeh, a soul reviving experience and a M’chiyah, a destructive experience is 

slight. Each of us is born with talents and abilities which we may use to develop the 

God given spark within us all and make us images of Our Maker. Or we can take these 

same talents and destroy this God given spark in each of us and become depressing and 

depressed groveling creatures. To some their talents are only a means with which to 

earn a living, to others their talents stands as a sore spot, a rebuke to what they could 

have been. To others their, talents are the source of their destruction, while to those 

who use their talents wisely they are a M’chayeh, a way of causing God to dwell more 

firmly in them. Unfortunately, in our day there are too many people who have used 

their talents to destroy the God given spark within them. Instead of their talents turning 

life into a M’chayeh, for them it has turned life into a M’chiyah, a destruction for them. 

How do you use your talents? Is life for you a M’chayeh or a M’chiyah? 

In the Torah portion which we will read this Shabbos in Shul, Trumah, we learn 

about the construction of the Tabernacle, the portable Sanctuary which accompanied 

the Jewish people in their wanderings in the desert and which served the Jewish people 

until Solomon built the Temple. It’s interesting to note that this temporary structure 

actually served the Jewish people longer than the magnificent structure which Solomon 

built. This simple Tabernacle was constructed so that God should dwell not in it but as 

the Torah says “B’sochom”, in them. It, like all religion, is and was not needed by God 

but by the Jewish people, by us. We do not do God a favor when we are religious; we 

do ourseves a favor. We need religion. God doesn’t need it. We are not just paying a 

debt when we come to Shul or are religious; we are acquiring the stuff of life. Gratitude 

plays a part in religion but it is not its only or even its basic component. This, I believe, 

explains the strange names which were given to the Tabernacle in Hebrew. This 

Tabernacle was know by three names in Hebrew: Mishkan, Ohel Moed, and Mishkan 

HoEydus. Mishkan in Hebrew can mean a mortgage. Ohel Moed can mean a Tent of 

Time and Mishkan HoEydus can mean the Dwelling Place of the Evidence. Life is a 

mortgage. It, itself, is on loan to us. In order to feel it, to really take part in it we must 

continually make certain payments. If we don’t we may remain alive but we won’t be 

living. Life will have no verve or meaning for us. All we really have in life is time, 

Moed. At the end of a certain time our loan will be called in. Unless we have used our 

time well we will have left nothing behind. There will be no evidence. The evidence of 

our even having existed will be nil. We need religion to give us the courage, the 

strength, the perspective and the will to persevere in order to both perfect the injustices 

and iniquities of this life and to feel its joys. How’s your mortgage? Are you making 

the payments? 
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Where do you start? 

In the Torah portion, Trumah, we learn the detailed instructions which God gave 

Moses on how to build the Tabernacle, His Sanctuary. These instructions begin by God 

telling Moses how he is to build the ark which is to hold the commandments. God then 

proceeds to describe to Moses how he is to build the other objects in the Tabernacle 

(including the Tabernacle itself) in the order of their holiness, with the holiest objects 

coming first, the next holiest second, etc. Moses, though, when he builds the 

Tabernacle begins in the exact opposite order. He starts with the least holy object and 

works up -- only at the end building the ark to hold the ten commandments. Why? 

What’s more, the Torah teaches us that no work is considered work unless it was 

needed in the construction of the Tabernacle. Why? 

It seems to me that the Torah is teaching us two very important lessons here. 

One, that God can start with the ideal but that man has to work up to it; two, that no 

work we may do is worth anything unless it is done with the ark in mind. Energy, skill 

and ingenuity are not worth a thing unless they are morally directed. Just as ideals 

without work or action are useless, so action uninformed by ideals is useless. When 

God instructed Moses, He started with the ideal and then showed him how it could be 

reached by working down through the various stages and holiness. 

We, in order to realize this ideal, must start where we are and build up through 

these stages toward it. We can’t say that we shouldn’t begin just because we feel we 

can’t reach our goal. Perhaps we won’t, but others, because of our efforts, may. 

It seems to me that in this modern day and age, even in our own communities, 

we are plagued by two types of people - those who, because things are not perfect, feel 

everything is hopeless and don’t want to do anything at all; and those, who because 

they don’t know the first thing about Judaism, would fritter away all their energy doing 

useless things. 

To these people, and all of us, the recounting of the building of the Tabernacle 

teaches us that we must begin to build a morally dynamic, Jewishly alive community 

from the materials we have, even though they are not perfect -- always keeping in mind 

the ideal goal we wish to achieve. Let us always remember that Moses eventually did 

build the ark. 

What are your dreams? 

We have all heard time and time again how Judaism abhors the use of graven 

images. But like most generalizations, especially among Jewishly uneducated Jews, this 

one is not completely true. In the Torah portion which we read this Shabbos we learned 

how God commanded us to construct the Mishkan or Tabernacle. The holiest place in 

the Mishkan was to be the holy of holies. In it was to be found the ark containing the 

Ten Commandments. But that was not all. Directly above the ark which contained the 

Ten Commandments, in fact hewed out of the same piece of gold as the ark cover, were 

to be found two cherubim with their wings on high screening the ark cover. 
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The Talmud explains that these cherubim had the faces of children, one male 

and one female. Why was this allowed? Even better, why was this commanded? Think 

of it, in the Holy of Holies to have two graven images. After the golden calf how could 

they be permitted? 

It seems to me that the Torah permitted this to teach us something very 

important about how to transmit the Torah to our children ... our holiest task. It is 

teaching us that what is important in transmitting Judaism is not the Torah but what 

dreams and goals we have chosen to cover the Torah with. Unfortunately, many people 

fail to realize this. They cover the Torah with all sorts of goals and dreams which are 

incompatible with it. 

Your children are molded from this cover. Children don’t rebel against their 

parents, they rebel to them. They, for the most part, try to put into effect those dreams 

and goals which they feel their parents really believe in but lack the strength or guts to 

put into effect. That’s why the rallying cry of the young is always “hypocrite”. 

If your dreams or goals are irrelevant or incompatible with the Torah then no 

matter how much you yell or scream the teachings of the Torah your children will not 

hear. The Torah attaches so much importance to the cover of the ark that it calls it the 

Kapores or atonement, which in Hebrew and English means to be one. The cover and 

the Torah had to be one. If they aren’t then your children’s wings, their concerns and 

ambitions will cause them to leave the Torah and Judaism. Only if they are one will 

they stay and shield it. 

The poles are still there 

Last week’s Torah portion, Trumah, dealt with the building of the Mishkan - the 

Tabernacle - and the articles of furniture which were placed in it. In this portion the 

Torah goes into great detail as to how the Tabernacle was to be built, and how each 

piece of furniture was to be fashioned; how big the Tabernacle was to be; how many 

cubits the ark was to be; how many arms the Candelabra was to have, etc. After reading 

this portion two questions stand out in my mind. 

One: Throughout this portion whether we’re dealing with the construction of the 

table for the Showbread, the Altar, the Candelabra or the Tabernacle, itself, the phrase 

“you shall make” is used, except when Moses is commanded to build the ark which is 

to hold the Ten Commandments. Then the phrase “they shall make” is used. Why? Why 

is an exception made here? 

Two: The Torah tells us that the poles which were to carry the furniture (they fit 

through specially made rings) were to be removed when the Tabernacle was set up. 

That is, all the poles except the poles of the ark holding the Ten Commandments. Why? 

What sense does this make? In fact this prohibition against removing the ark’s poles is 

so clearly and emphatically stated that Maimonides classifies it as one of the 613 

commandments. 
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The answer to these questions, I believe, is this: When the Torah comes to tell 

us about the Tabernacle and the beautiful and meaningful objects which were placed in 

it, it uses the expression “you shall make”, saying to Moses, it’s enough if you make it. 

It’s enough if a few leaders busy themselves with the building of a sanctuary. A 

sanctuary can serve a whole community even though only a few people actively busy 

themselves with building it. True, everybody’s money is required but really a whole 

community needn’t, and in truth, can’t be actively involved in the actual construction. 

But for the making of a proper home for the Ten Commandments, the code of conduct 

by which we should all live, things are different. 

It is not enough to say, “You shall make.” The Torah says “they shall make”. No 

matter how great our leaders are, how learned our scholars, how pious our Rabbis are, 

the Ten Commandments will never be properly housed until everyone takes upon 

himself the duty of putting them into practice. It’s not enough to give a few dollars and 

say let our Rabbi fulfill the Commandments, I’ve done my share. 

Judaism only survives, the Ten Commandments are only properly housed, when 

every Jew fulfills them in his daily life. For this very reason, I believe we were 

commanded never to take the poles out of the ark. The Ten Commandments were to be 

constantly borne by the people. They were never to be converted into a static ideal 

which can never be realized in life. The poles were to stand as a constant reminder to 

all of us, admonishing us all to take them up, telling us that the Ten Commandments 

were not only beautiful but that they could be carried into practice. All we have to do is 

stoop down and pick up the poles. They are always there. I hope that none of us ever 

forgets this. We must remember that no matter what the temptation, we can always 

carry the Ten Commandments. The poles are still there. 
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Tetzaveh 

Controlling society -fear or love 

There has been much talk lately about values and the importance of maintaining 

a society in which people feel safe. The whole question of law and freedom, of an 

individual’s rights and of society’s demands have constantly been brought to our 

attention. The problem, put very simply, is how do we maintain law and order while, at 

the same time, safeguarding an individual’s rights? How can society’s needs and an 

individual’s rights be brought into balance? What are the methods by which a society 

can insure its own safety and the safety and rights of all its members? To my way of 

thinking, there are only two ways by which a society can exercise control over its 

members, either through fear or through public acceptance, love. 

Fear means that if you do something you should not do or omit to do something 

you should do, you will be punished. Things will be taken away from you and/or you 

will be either bodily harmed or moved to another location. The status quo will be 

interrupted. Public acceptance means that the status quo will not be changed. Things 

will not be taken away from you and you will not be physically hurt or moved about, 

but you will not be allowed to move up the social ladder. People will generally shun 

your company. You will not be invited to the country club. You will not be praised or 

be well thought of. You will not be asked to participate in different activities. You will 

not be publicly accepted by the powers that be. 

Under the Communist system, fear is the predominant method of social control. 

The secret police are everywhere. In America the withholding of love or public 

acceptance is the dominant form of social control. Failure to learn to speak English 

correctly or to go to college or to adopt certain life-styles will prevent you from getting 

certain jobs, from being asked to participate in certain activities, from being considered 

an enlightened person, etc. Until now in America we have had such great confidence in 

our ideals and in our society that we have, for the most part, felt that almost everybody 

will choose to fashion their lives along a pattern which would cause them to be 

accepted by those who mold the American dream. Unless some overt criminal activity 

is detected there has been no overt penalty for anybody who refuses to subscribe to 

American ideals and values. The person is just left to himself. Somehow, today this 

system seems to be breaking down. 

This basically is the system we, too, in Judaism have used to enforce social 

discipline except for one important difference, intensive moral education. Jews for 

almost 2000 years have not enforced social discipline through fear. With only one 

exception, that of traitors or informers who would jeopardize the total Jewish 

community by falsely informing to the host countries on the activities of the Jewish 

community, there has been no death penalty or any other corporal punishment in Jewish 

communities. Penalties, when they were enacted, were concerned solely with social 

acceptance. We Jews, however, went one step further and always created an educational 

system which would cause the Jewish values of morality, kindness and compassion to 

be internalized. It was not social acceptance which was the dominant theme of Jewish 
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education but self-acceptance. An individual, after he went through this type of 

educational system, would not want to do anything wrong, not because his neighbors 

would not accept him any more, but because he could not accept himself anymore if he 

did these wrong things. He would no longer be a “mentch” in his own eyes. 

The desire to be a “mentsch”, to be a person of whom others, but most 

importantly oneself, could be proud, was the essence of the Jewish education system. 

Crime among Jewish people, especially violent crime, was almost unheard of. Wife 

beating, battered children, crimes of passion were things the Jewish community never 

knew. Unfortunately, with the breakdown of the Jewish educational system which 

stressed the forming of character not the teaching of skills, we Jews have now become 

susceptible to these problems. The whole essence of Jewish learning was and is to make 

the moral and spiritual values of Judaism so internalized that no form of external 

control is necessary. Unfortunately, in America today, crime is rising because many 

people in America do not realize that you cannot run a society based on social 

acceptance unless there is a strong educational system which teaches shared values and 

which, also, internalizes them by setting standards for self-acceptance. The idea that all 

morality is relative and depends upon individual taste is destructive and can only lead 

to a society governed by fear. 

In the Torah portion, Tetzaveh, we have many of these ideas spelled out. We are 

commanded to first prepare an eternal light which would burn in the Tabernacle. The 

light was to come from within not from without. No sunlight fell in the Tabernacle. 

Even later when the Temple was built it had windows that were constructed in such a 

way so that they were very narrow on the inside growing wider and wider as they 

passed through the thick walls to the outside. Our values must stem from within and 

they must spread from the individual outward. Also, in the menorah only pure olive oil 

was used. Olives when they are taken from the tree are very bitter. To take oil from 

them is not an easy task. Many times it is very difficult to learn values. People must 

learn how to get rid of their bitterness. They must learn how to turn themselves into 

people who shed light and warmth. This they can only do if they refine their character 

and, so to speak, allow the pure olive oil to come forth. Olive oil when mixed with 

water always rises to the top. With these qualities they could morally rise. They could 

become more than themselves. Each of them could become a “mentsch”. 

Of all the Torah portions since Moshe’s birth, this is the only one that does not 

contain his name. This Torah portion speaks mainly about the outer garments that the 

High Priests and the priests were to wear in the Tabernacle. It concludes by telling us 

about the little golden incense altar that stood between the menorah and the table in the 

holy part of the Tabernacle. On this altar, only incense was burned. No sacrifices were 

sacrificed on it. This description of the altar is placed out of order. All the other items 

which were inside the Tabernacle, itself, were described in another Torah portion. Only 

the little gold incense altar is described in this Torah portion right after we learn about 

the special clothes or uniforms that the priests had to wear. All the priests when they 

were serving in the Temple had to wear uniforms. Those uniforms might inspire fear. 

The Temple service, itself, could inspire fear and degenerate into another outward 

mechanism of fear to control the people. This was not to be. The incense altar was to 
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remind the priests and the people that the Temple service was meant to internalize 

moral values not to control the people through fear. The Hebrew word for incense is 

Ketores and the Rabbis say that each letter of that word stands for the spiritual qualities 

each of us must internalize to run a society on acceptance or love. The koof stands for 

Kedusha or self-restraint or refinement; the tet for Tahora, integrity or purity; the raysh 

for Rachamem, mercy or kindness; and the toph for Tikvah, hope or optimism. These 

were the inner qualities the Temple service was to inspire in the people not fear. Moshe 

is not mentioned in this Torah portion at all because to many he was a towering fearful 

figure. The people were to realize that they could run a society without fear but only if 

they adopted the values of the incense altar. 

We know that society can function on love or acceptance but only if there is a 

strong educational system which internalizes values. If there is not then we, too, must 

rely on fear. Hopefully, we can construct a society in which social control is maintained 

with mostly love and very little fear. Unfortunately, in America if we continue to 

neglect our educational system we will end up with a society based wholly on fear, fear 

of each other and fear of the state. 
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Ki Sissa 

Alienation 

Alienation is one of the major problems of our day. Many people do not feel at 

home with themselves, with their families or with their society and its traditions. They 

feel strange and estranged. They do not feel they are part of anything. They do not feel 

that they belong anywhere or to anyone. They suffer from an absence of psychic 

wholeness. They literally feel out of place. They feel estranged from themselves, from 

their past and from any hope of a future. 

Alienation is the major theme of all 20th century literature. Beginning with 

Proust’s attempted recovery of the lost world of his childhood, to Bellow’s novels it 

permeates all literature. This alienation is no more vividly portrayed than in the famous 

short story by Kafka where man becomes a cockroach. We’re all cockroaches on this 

planet Kafka declares. Man becomes for Kafka an alien creature. This feeling that we 

all do not really belong here, that we just do not fit in this world is found throughout all 

society. That’s why there is so much emphasis now on “getting into oneself’, on “I’m 

okay, you’re okay”. We do not know who we are or what we are and we seem to feel 

that until we solve that problem we cannot do anything. We are totally concentrating on 

ourselves. 

This, of course, is a very selfish, self-centered view which is not only 

narcissistic but it also doesn’t help. We can’t find ourselves by concentrating just on 

ourselves. Narcissus of old tried it and failed. Narcissus fell in love with his own 

reflection in a pool of water and in attempting to embrace it drowned. We, too, are 

doing the same thing. It is true that many of us are alienated. Many of us have a very 

poor estimation of ourselves and, in this way, Kafka’s cockroach symbolism is relevant. 

However, the reason why we are alienated is not because we have not gotten into 

ourselves but because we have not attached ourselves to anything beyond ourselves. 

The paradox of life is that the more we concentrate on ourselves the more alienated we 

become from ourselves, and the more we become involved with others, beyond 

ourselves, the more we find ourselves. We have to attach ourselves to others to find 

ourselves. That’s why family, community and a sense of peoplehood are so important 

in Judaism. 

In the Torah portion, Ki Sissa, we have many of these ideas spelled out. The 

Jewish people have just been redeemed from Egypt. Their redemption was not only 

from Egypt but also, as the Torah says, from the sicknesses of Egypt. Egypt was not 

only a country but, as we see throughout the Torah, the symbol of selfish indulgence, 

irresponsibility, and complete self-centeredness. The Jewish people know this and when 

they are faced with the hard life of responsibility in the wilderness, many times they 

hanker for the selfish indulgence of Egypt and want to go back there. In this Torah 

portion, we learn how when Moshe tarries on the mountain, the people quickly lose 

hope, grab their golden rings and forge a golden calf to worship. God speaks to Moshe 

and tells him to go down from Mt. Sinai because your people which you brought up 

from the land of Egypt have become corrupt. God further says, “Leave me alone so that 
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my anger will burn against them and I will destroy them and I will make you a great 

nation”. Moshe beseeches God and asks Him not to destroy the Jewish people giving 

three reasons: One, “You, Yourself, God, brought them out of Egypt”. Two, “What will 

the Egyptians say?”. And three, “Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, the three 

fathers”. After God hears these arguments He relents and Moses goes down the 

mountain to face the people. When he sees what they are doing he throws the tablets of 

the Ten Commandments from his hand and breaks them. He then takes the golden calf, 

grinds it up, throws it into the drinking water, and has the Jewish people drink it. He 

then punishes the guilty. 

In this episode we have played out all the elements of alienation and its 

consequences. The people feel lost without Moshe. They no longer feel that anything 

makes any sense. They don’t belong anywhere. They don’t know who they are or what 

they are. They have to find out who they are before they can do anything else. They are 

willing even to sacrifice their gold but they have to find out who they are. And they 

think that in order to do this, they have to get into themselves. If it takes drugs, revelry, 

abominations, so be it. They have to get into themselves. God sees this and says, “My 

anger will be against them and I will consume them” which, in effect, means “I will let 

them destroy themselves”. Moses pleads and says, “Don’t let them destroy themselves”. 

There is an antidote for their alienation. “Remember You took them out of Egypt.” The 

Jewish people know deep down what are the consequences of complete inwardness and 

selfishness. The word “Pharaoh” in Hebrew means “breaking loose” and it is the word 

which is used by the Torah to describe the incident of the golden calf. It is the same 

word as Pharaoh. Complete getting into oneself leads to Pharaohs. Moshe says the 

people are confused but deep down they know that getting completely “into oneself” 

will end in disaster. 

Moshe brings a second agrument, “What will the Egyptians say?” Moshe tells 

God the Jewish people know deep down that there is a basic difference between 

Egyptian culture and Judaism. The difference is not just who is being narcissistic. We 

Jews will never contribute anything to the world by acting like everyone else (by being 

so-called normalized). They know, Moshe says, that they cannot be like other peoples. 

And finally, the third argument, “Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel.” The Jewish 

people have a past. They will revert to it. They can revert to it and once they have 

assumed responsibility for their past, they will assume responsibility for the future and 

they will break their chains of alienation. (Notice, also, that Moshe did not say Jacob 

but Israel because Jacob, before he was Israel, sometimes tried to run away, but as 

Israel he always affirmed his responsibilities and proved to be a champion of God and 

man. He found himself.) 

When Moshe comes down from the mountain he breaks the Ten 

Commandments because the people at that time could not assume them. They were still 

trying to get into themselves. He takes the golden calf, grinds it, and has them drink it. 

He, in effect, tells them, “Is this golden calf going to help you? It’s only going to make 

you sick”. Later Moshe ascends the mountain a second time to get the second tablets of 

the Ten Commandments. The day he returns with them is Yom Kippur, traditionally the 

day when the people are reconciled to themselves and God. This they do by accepting 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES 

PAGE 80 OF 234 

HO1  16446v2 

the Ten Commandments, by assuming responsibility for others and by attaching 

themselves to a tradition and each other. 

The Torah says that Moshe’s face shone when he descended with the second 

Ten Commandments. It shone because it is the Ten Commandments, the Torah, which 

illuminates our days and saves us from alienation. It attaches us to others. It allows us 

to find ourselves by being involved with others. And it will prevent us from being 

alienated.
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Vayakhel - Pekudai 

Jobs and self-worth 

We all have within us the urge to create, to leave our mark on the world. We all 

want to do something which will say, “I am important. It is good that I was born. I made 

a positive contribution to this world”. Many people today are frustrated because they feel 

that they cannot make a positive contribution to this world. They have a lot of talent and 

they want the world to see it and to appreciate it. 

This is one of the reasons given by many people for their feelings of discontent. 

They feel that they are being stifled, that they cannot make any positive contribution to 

the world. They feel that they are forced to do menial tasks of no real consequence. If 

they only had responsible jobs, then they could be somebody. 

This attitude, of course, makes the underlying assumption that a job, work, is 

what gives a person dignity and worth. The more responsible the job, the more worth and 

dignity an individual has. This attitude, I feel, has caused a lot of unhappiness and is only, 

at best, half true. 

In the Torah portion, Vayakhel, we learn about creativity, about the building of 

the Tabernacle, an enterprise which took a great amount of talent and energy, an 

enterprise which utilized all the then known human skills. In fact, from the description of 

the jobs that were necessary in order to begin and complete the Tabernacle, we learn what 

creative work is, and, therefore, what tasks we are forbidden to do on the Sabbath. 

The Rabbis note that throughout the description of the building of the Tabernacle 

we have interspersed different rules and regulations about Shabbos and how it is to be 

observed. The Rabbis continue and ask, “What does the Sabbath have to do with building 

the Tabernacle? Why should the Sabbath be stressed in the midst of this great creative 

enterprise? What relationship does the Sabbath have to creativity?” 

The Rabbis also comment on the fact that the Torah uses many of the same words 

to describe the building of the Tabernacle as it does when it speaks about God’s creating 

the universe. The building of the Tabernacle is compared to the creation of the universe. 

The same word, Vayechal, is used to signify in both cases that the work was finished, 

“And God finished by the seventh day His work which He made”, “And Moses finished 

the work.” 

Vayechal, in Hebrew, signifies something which is finished but is not complete. 

Both the creation of the universe and of the Tabernacle were not complete. They were 

finished but they were not complete. Something else was needed. Creation, alone, is not 

enough. Man needs other things. 

Man needs not only to create but to give and share warmth. He needs friendship, 

companionship. He needs to meditate, to contemplate and to appreciate as well as to 
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create. He needs to “feel” as well as “to do”. This, of course, is the purpose of the 

Sabbath, to complete what has only been finished. 

In our day and age we have forgotten this lesson. All we stress is man, the creator. 

We forget about man, the meditator; man, the friend who needs to relate and to 

appreciate. We have sacrificed everything in order to create, and because of this, we 

cannot even appreciate what we have created. Even our sense of self-worth has been 

distorted. 

Judaism says that creation is important but it isn’t everything. We have worth 

because we are, because God created us not because we create. We should work. We 

should try to create but never to the exclusion of everything else. We must, also, set aside 

time to appreciate, to meditate, to be with our family. 

Our worth is ultimately not determined by how much we create but how well we 

relate. We need to complete what we have finished. We should create so that we can 

relate better, appreciate more and learn to give, share, and feel even more. Our worth is 

not determined by what we do but what we are. May we all not only create but, also, 

always relate and appreciate. 

Do you have a loving relationship? 

Everyone knows that on the Seder plate we must have some bitter herbs to 

symbolize the bitter times the Jewish people had when they were slaves in Egypt. Most of 

us use horseradish. Some Rabbis disagree. They say that what we should use is not 

horseradish but the hearts of romaine lettuce. Horseradish has a tangy sharpness to it and 

burns and can make the eyes run, but it really isn’t the worst type of bitterness. In fact, 

it’s even a little exciting at first. The true bitterness is the bitterness found in romaine 

lettuce. The flat, insipid, dull, zestless taste of romaine lettuce, that’s real bitterness. 

It’s interesting to note that in this week’s Torah portion, Vayakhel, we learn how 

the laver for the Tabernacle which every priest had to wash in before serving in the 

Tabernacle, was made of the copper mirrors which the women of Israel had donated 

freely. The Rabbis say that originally Moshe did not want to accept the women’s mirrors 

to be used for such a holy utensil. After all, they were objects of women’s vanity. But 

God told him no. You must take them because it was only because of their wives’ loving, 

caring relationship that the lives of the men of Israel did not become completely hopeless 

and bitter. 

Unfortunately there are too many people who lead tasteless, insipid lives. They 

experience real bitterness. Instead of trying to cultivate a loving, caring relationship with 

others which would end their bitterness, they take horseradish. They opt for exciting 

thrills. Unfortunately, all they have done is exchanged one form of bitterness for another. 

It gives hope where there is no hope and ends inevitably in worse despair. 
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What do you use your mirrors for? 

In the Torah portion which we read in Shul last Shabbos, Vayakhel, we read a 

curious passage which states that the laver, the basin with which the priests purled 

themselves when they prepared themselves for the Temple service, was made from the 

brass mirrors of the women who had been freed from Egypt. How can this be? How 

could this vessel of purification have been made from such frivolous objects as mirrors 

which in reality are nothing more than adjuncts to vanity? The Rabbis say that Moshe, 

too, was bothered by this question and at first wanted to reject these mirrors. But God 

told him no. These mirrors are holy because in the darkest times of persecution in Egypt, 

the women used these mirrors in order to beautify themselves so that their husbands who 

were wallowing in despair would not give up. They used these mirrors as instruments of 

hope. And hope is what we must have if we are to be and feel pure, and, what’s more, if 

we are to feel and be joyful. 

This, too, I believe is the meaning of the holiday of Purim. Purim is a strange 

holiday. It really begins the Sabbath before its arrival when we read about Amalek. We 

are commanded to always remember Amalek, to always remember that there is evil in the 

world. And the holiday ends with masquerades, partying and feasting. There is evil in the 

world, Purim tells us, but it can be overcome. Man can feel joy, surmount his problems if 

he will never lose hope and keep trying, trusting in God all the while. God is not 

mentioned once in the Megillah but His help is implied if man will but act. The mask can 

be torn from evil and troubles if man never loses hope. 

Unfortunately, in our day there are far too many people who have lost hope, and 

who, because they have lost hope, can feel neither joy nor purity. They’re filled with guilt 

and despair. Far too many of them began by assuming that there was no evil in the world 

and then when they encountered it in themselves or others, they couldn’t handle it and 

became convinced that everything was rotten, everything was no good. To them Purim 

speaks. Sure there is evil in the world, perhaps in each of us, but it can be overcome. You 

can feel joy, you can feel pure. Don’t be afraid of your mirrors. The ugliness, the 

smallness, the mistakes can all be torn away like masks. If you will but act and never lose 

hope, you can feel joy! You can be pure. Can you feel joy? What do you use your mirror 

for? Do you see challenges there or only despair? 

How’s your foundation? 

Purim is a strange holiday. At first glance, it seems nothing more than a 

superficial Mardi Gras type fun holiday whose whole purpose is to add a little gaiety to 

the end of a grey winter. In fact, the name Purim itself, which signifies nothing more than 

“lots”, blind chance, seems to vindicate this assumption. But upon closer inspection, one 

can readily see that this holiday is treated as much more by the Rabbis who say that of all 

the Jewish holidays, this holiday shall never pass from the scene as other Jewish holidays 

may at the time of the Messiah. And what’s more, they compare this holiday to Yom 

Kippur, which, in Hebrew, is generally known as Yom Kippurim. Ki, in Hebrew, can 

mean “like” or “as”. The Rabbis thus say that one of the meanings of Yom Kippurim is 

that Yom Kippur is a day like Purim. Purim is thus looked on as a holiday whose basic 
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message is much more than gay spoofing or mindless merriment. Purim is actually a 

holiday which exemplifies the Jew’s perception of the world. 

At first glance, everything seems cut and dried. The world operates according to 

its own rules whether it be at a King’s Court or in a scientific experiment. God really, on 

the surface, doesn’t seem to exist. And, in fact, the name of God isn’t mentioned once in 

the Megillah. But on closer inspection, strange sets of coincidences occur as in the Purim 

story which always makes for right triumphing over might. Miracles occur which don’t 

look like miracles at all. They look just like products of human activities. God’s ways are 

very mysterious and He can use us all to accomplish His ends, willingly if we try to do 

the right and good and otherwise if we don’t. The world looks on its surface oblivious to 

His designs but on closer inspection, we see that He is working. Not in the simple-

minded way we might have imagined when we were children but in a much more subtle 

way. On a scientific level, of course, the uncertainty principle which reduces most 

scientific laws to just probabilities shows that God can intervene in everything if He 

wishes while, at the same time, not seeming to. We have an unseen ally if we will all just 

be worthy of Him. As the Rabbis say, on commenting on this week’s Torah portion, 

Pekudai, “The foundation of the Tabernacle were 100 corresponding to the 100 blessings 

we should say every day. Our hope is not in blind chance but in the realization that we 

can change even so called fate into blessings if we are worthy. We all have a chance.” 

That should be the foundation of our lives. How’s your foundation? 
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Vayikra 

Objective or subjective morality 

One of the major problems of our day is the breakdown of any objective standard 

of what is right or wrong. Our society has, by and large, bought hook, line and sinker the 

idea of subjective morality, the idea that if something feels good, it must be good, that 

how you feel about something determines completely its morality. This type of thinking 

is destructive of society and is even worse than the Greek idea which stated that if 

something was beautiful, it must be good. At least, with the Greek conception there was 

some objective criteria. Beauty had to have some form. 

In our day and age, it all depends upon your feelings and even our art, music, and 

literature reflect this. They are almost all formless because feeling, itself, is amorphous. 

This idea of subjective morality, also, strips away from parents any authority over their 

children and, also, takes away from them their function as role models. Children can now 

say, “You are right, your particular life-style may be good for you but, as for me, I feel 

another life-style is much better”. The trouble with subjective morality and the elevation 

of feelings as the sole repository of right and wrong is that human feelings can be very 

destructive. To some people, it may feel good to hit another person. To other people, it 

may feel so good to kill and, in fact, in the ancient world and even in modern India there 

have been cults of professional killers. Right now, crime is rising in our country at a 

fearful rate. This can be directly attributed, in my opinion, to the rise of the idea that if 

something feels good, you should do it. 

Philosophically, the underpinnings for this idea were laid out by Kant who talked 

about the autonomous man. Morality was to spring from man himself. Man, himself, was 

to determine what was right and wrong. No outside law could ever be imposed on man 

because this would limit his freedom. This concept posited the notion that every man, 

unaided, could arrive at the same standards of morality. This proved to be false and all we 

are left with, today, is the idea that each one of us has our own subjective, individual 

morality and that it is based upon how we feel about certain things. 

Of course, there are problems with trying to live with objective standards that 

stem from outside ourselves. They sometimes seem to stifle us as individuals. They 

sometimes are not always the true expression of our inner state. They sometimes can lead 

to depression and neurosis if the concept of Teshuva or repentence does not accompany 

them, but they will allow us to measure ourselves and to rise to higher, loftier levels. If a 

person falls short of the basic objective standards of honor and integrity as laid down in 

the Torah, he can still try again to reach them. It is wrong to say that all values depend 

only on feelings. There is a right and a wrong outside of each of us and we must always 

try to do what is right even though sometimes we may fail. 

In Judaism, we try to combine subjective and objective morality by education. We 

try to educate people in Torah values with so much intensity and for so long a period of 

time that subjectively they will always feel that they must do only what is objectively 

right. That, really, is the purpose of Jewish education, to internalize Jewish values, to 
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make them second nature. We must work at it, though. That’s what it means to be a 

“mentsch”. Sometimes, though, in spite of our Jewish education, we feel we want to do 

things that we know are objectively wrong. When this happens, we must heed the 

objective morality outside of ourselves and not our feelings. 

This idea is expressed clearly in the very substance on which the Ten 

Commandments were given. The Ten Commandments were given on tablets of stone. 

Stone is a substance which, if it is to be shaped, must be shaped from the outside. Other 

substances are shaped from the inside. Iron and steel are heated and then they can be 

shaped. They, however, do not last. They rust. Stone, on the other hand, will last forever. 

That’s why we make our monuments out of stone. Outside intervention is necessary. 

Internal conditions alone will never shape stone. This is true of human beings as well. We 

all need objective standards for us to achieve the proper values. Just depending upon how 

we feel about something will quickly lead to our destruction. 

This, basically, is what we learn, too, from the conduct of Ahasuerus, the king of 

the Purim story. He was a man who based all his morality on how he felt about 

something. He got rid of Vashti. He married Esther. He was willing to let Haman kill all 

the Jews based only on his subjective feelings. He is a prototype of a fool in Jewish 

literature. He bends and sways based on his feelings. He is a drunkard whose feelings, 

themselves, depend on how much he has drunk. Purim, itself, is a carnival-type holiday 

with costumes and revelry. We are supposed to drink so much that we cannot tell the 

difference between cursing Haman and blessing Mordecai. This, of course, should teach 

us all that our subjective feelings are very variable. They depend upon what we eat, what 

we drink, what has happened to us during the day, what someone said to us, what our 

finances are, etc. Great harm can be done by people who base all their reactions and 

policies on their feelings. They need to measure what they want to do against objective 

criteria outside themselves. Only then can they tell whether or not they are doing the right 

thing. 

In the Torah portion, Vayikra, we learn about the necessity of sacrifice. We learn 

that a person could only bring a sacrifice when he committed a sin unintentionally. With 

very few exceptions he could not bring a sacrifice when he committed a sin intentionally. 

Many times we fail to realize the objective harm that we do when we allow ourselves to 

be led only by our internal feelings. Many times we claim that we did not intend to hurt 

another person. We only were following our feelings. This type of attitude the Torah 

labels a sin even though we did not mean to do any harm directly. We are told that after 

we have made restitution in such a case, a sacrifice is required. It is required because, 

symbolically, we must recognize that many times we must sacrifice our feelings in order 

to be good. Morality based on “well, it feels good” can only lead to havoc. Let us all 

remember that there is an objective right and a wrong and let’s try to live by it. 
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Tzav 

What is prayer? 

What is the basic attitude that a person must have in order to be religious? Why 

do some people come to the Synagogue to pray and others do not? Why do some people 

get so much out of coming to Shul and others get nothing at all? Many people use the 

Synagogue to celebrate life’s milestones. Others use it as a place to find comradeship and 

warmth, others as a place to pay their respects to the departed and others as a place to 

utilize their talents and skills. 

All these reasons are valid, but for the most part they will not cause people to 

come regularly to Synagogue nor will they, in the long run, sustain a Synagogue. In order 

for an individual to come to Shul regularly he must pray. A Synagogue is first and 

foremost a House of Prayer. If it is not, then all its other functions will wither and die 

because there are other institutions which can perform these other functions better than a 

Synagogue -- community centers, schools, catering establishments, social clubs, etc. 

The basic thrust of a Shul must be prayer. Before we can pray, though, each of us 

must realize that we are limited, that we possess imperfect and incomplete knowledge on 

which to base our decisions in life, and that we need help in order to live a decent, 

humane, fulfilling life. 

The basic stance of prayer is a cry for help. The meaning of the words are not 

important nor is even an esthetically pleasing environment. What is absolutely essential 

for prayer is a recognition that in life we need help and that there is a God who can 

provide this help. All the rest is secondary. 

Modern man, until recently, has been, for the most part, philosophically unable to 

pray. True, when immediate crises hit, sickness, death, overwhelming personal problems, 

many people did turn to the Synagogue but, basically, only with the attitude that “since I 

have tried everything else, it can’t hurt to try this, too.” There was no real feeling that 

worship really was an efficacious method of obtaining help. Judaism, of course, does not 

believe that a person can solve his problems through a prayer alone. God only helps those 

who help themselves. However, Judaism has always believed that God can help. 

Modern man, though, has believed that he can know everything, that he can gain 

perfect knowledge, that he can discover all the laws of the universe and act in accordance 

with them. God may have made the laws of the universe but He has since gone on a 

vacation. We may come to Synagogue to thank Him for making these laws and 

acknowledge that there is a moral base for the universe but God cannot really help us. We 

have to bring ourselves into harmony with His laws of nature, psychology and sociology 

and then we will solve our problems. Prayer, according to this view, is, at best, only a 

means of reminding us to do this. Man, we thought, could grasp reality and solve all his 

problems by examining it carefully. If a person wanted occasionally to express thanks or 

remind himself of the beauty of the universe or to be prodded to comply with moral laws 

or to show respect for parents, living or deceased, then he could go to a Synagogue, 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES 

PAGE 88 OF 234 

HO1  16446v2 

otherwise, he didn’t need to go to the Synagogue - no real vital purpose was served by it. 

These views completely undermined the validity of a Synagogue as anything more that 

an ethnic or, at best, as a symbolic institution. 

Lately, this so called modern view of the universe has been proven false. Man 

cannot know everything. Modern physics has proclaimed that the rules of the universe, 

for the most part, are only probabilities. We have no idea what an individual atom will 

do. We do not know where the electron is that circles the atom. The Von Heisenberg 

principle tells us that the very act of observing changes what we are observing. We 

cannot even be sure of what reality is. Therefore, modern science talks about white holes 

and black holes, things which by their very nature are unknowable. In non-Euclidian 

geometry, parallel lines do meet. 

The old school boy notion that Euclidian geometry is reality is no longer true. 

Today, scientists know that man can never have perfect knowledge. Many scientific 

concepts fly in the face of common sense. How can light be both a particle and a wave? 

This view of knowledge is equivalent to the Jewish view of knowledge and is 

reflected in the ancient Tabernacle which was built in the desert and about which we have 

been reading for the last. few Shabboseem in Shul. For a spiritual center, it was 

constructed very strangely. Most of its precincts were off bounds to most of the people. 

Basically, most people were only allowed in the courtyard. In the holy section of the 

Tabernacle, there were the table which contained the Showbread, the Menorah, and a 

golden incense altar. Behind a curtain was the Holy of Holies which contained the Ten 

Commandments and above that was an ark cover composed of two children in a warm 

embrace. 

The High Priest went into the Holy of Holies only once a year and then only 

holding an incense burner so that his vision was blurred. This symbolically expressed the 

Jewish view that ultimate reality is inscrutable. It is beyond us, but we are assured of 

God’s help in meeting the problems of the world if we will base everything we do on the 

Ten Commandments. God, also, assures us that if we will engage in a worthy occupation 

in which we will utilize all our skills in an honorable way (symbolized by the table) and 

that if we will utilize the knowledge of Torah (symbolized by the Menorah) and most 

important, that if we will be devoted to values of family (symbolized by the cherubs over 

the ark) then He will help us make the right decisions even though our knowledge is 

limited. 

This view that man cannot know everything and must make decisions in life 

based on imperfect knowledge, clearly emphasizes why we need God’s help. The essence 

of Jewish prayer is a cry for help and the inadequacy we feel because of our lack of 

knowledge. This is what it means to pray in awe and trembling. It is interesting to note 

that in today’s world it is the scientists who are more apt to be religious than the liberal 

arts graduates who still have not assimilated the new concepts of the limits of knowledge 

which were just discovered about forty years ago. 
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In the Torah portion, Tzav, we learn that in the Tabernacle the High Priest was 

only given two jobs. The other jobs in the Tabernacle could be done by any priest. The 

two jobs were officiating on Yom Kippur when he entered the Holy of Holies and 

dressing up each morning in his priestly arrayment and removing the ashes from the altar. 

This indeed is strange. It is the duty of a Synagogue to not only make us feel our 

limitations but, also, to rekindle in our hearts the embers of faith and hope. The ashes the 

High Priest removed were embers. They could glow, again, and become a flame if they 

were handled correctly. 

Prayer is also meant to rekindle in us the idea that no matter how the world, at 

first glance, seems to snuff out decency and humanity, God will see to it that the embers 

will always remain, and that we human beings can always cause them, with His help, to 

blaze anew if we want them to. We may be limited but with God’s help we can create a 

world of light, warmth, happiness, and self-fulfillment. Prayer is not only a cry for help, it 

is, also, a statement that this help will ultimately come. “May it happen (quickly, soon) in 

our day.” Amen. 
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Shmini 

Where does inspiration come from? 

One of the basic mysteries of existence is, where do we get inspiration? Where 

are new ideas born? How come two equally competent people will work on a project and 

one will get a brilliant idea and solve the problem and the other will not? Where do new 

ideas come from? If each of us is only an empty receptacle which contains only what we 

were taught and no more, then we would be a machine, a computer which could only play 

back what has been put in us. But all of us know that this is false. 

Sometimes students surpass their teachers. Sometimes they get a new idea which 

their teachers miss. This is recognized in Judaism. New insights in Torah are called 

Chidusheem, which literally means “new things”. The wells of creativity have never been 

stopped up. There are always new insights to be gained in all aspects of life, our Torah, 

too. However, this still does not answer the question of where does our creativity spring 

from? Two students can learn. One can turn out to be a parrot and the other can come out 

with a brilliant new insight. 

It seems to me that creativity, new ideas, are one of the strongest proofs that there 

is someone beyond ourselves from whom we draw inspiration and creativity. In our 

modern day, I think we have, for the most part, avoided the problem of inspiration. We 

just assume we will be inspired. Inspiration comes in many forms. It also comes in the 

form of giving us the strength and courage to overcome our problems. Prayer in Judaism 

is the vehicle which opens us up to this type of inspiration. One of the reasons why I 

think many people shy away from coming to Synagogue these days, even though many of 

them are good dues paying members, is because they have misconstrued what prayer, a 

Synagogue service is all about. They have confused a learning and a davening 

experience. Instead of making davening a personal, all enwrapping experience, they have 

made it a social, learning, esthetic experience. 

In the Torah portion, Shmini, we learn about the special sacrifices which Aaron 

had to offer before God’s presence could dwell in the Sanctuary. Why did Aaron have to 

offer any sacrifices before God would dwell in the Sanctuary? And why did he have to 

bring the sacrifices he did and in the order he did? After all, hadn’t the people built a 

beautiful Sanctuary? Hadn’t Aaron and his sons been installed in office with an 

impressive week-long ceremony? Shouldn’t holiness and a feeling of communion with 

God have come out of an impressive building and ritual automatically? 

To this idea the Torah gives an emphatic no. Inspiration, the feeling of strength 

and comfort which comes from being close to God, cannot be forced by an impressive 

Sanctuary or ritual. It first must come from the heart. An impressive building and ritual 

can help to enhance a feeling of holiness but they, themselves, cannot assure its presence. 

What is needed first is the proper inner attitude. Aaron brought four sacrifices: a sin 

offering, a burnt offering, a meal offering, and finally a peace offering. 
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The sin offering stands for a person’s feeling of inadequacy. Everyone knows 

they can do better. Everyone knows that with a little help he can do better. The burnt 

offering stands for the fact that we acknowledge that there is a source of strength outside 

ourselves. The meal offering is a symbol of our examining all facets of our life. We must 

be rigorously honest with ourselves and our shortcomings and agree to implement the 

new insights we have gained into all parts of our life. If we have resolved to do these 

things, then we will rise to the peace offering, a feeling of closeness with man and God. 

Religious services can only have meaning if a person adequately prepares himself and 

then actively participates in them. 

Prayer is basically an individual experience. The group is necessary to enhance 

one’s own inner experience. It cannot create the experience. Davening, like an idea, 

comes to an individual not a group. Inspiration in prayer is like inspiration in any other 

field. There are certain rules and regulations one has to follow before getting inspiration, 

an idea. It’s not enough just to sit before a test tube or a book or an impressive science 

building to get a new idea. You first must find a problem. Then you have to investigate 

the problem thoroughly and, then, after looking at the problem from many angles both at 

home and in the office, you may get an idea. 

Ideas can come to you when you’re alone but it’s very, very helpful to be around 

people who are working on similar projects. Ideas usually come much easier then. The 

same is true of prayer. You must prepare yourself. It’s not enough to sit in a beautiful 

building and listen to others pray or to sit in front of a Torah. You must come with a 

certain frame of mind. You must feel that there is a source of strength in the universe who 

will give you a feeling of strength and comfort if you daven with your whole heart and 

soul. A scientist believes that if he works hard enough at a problem, inspiration will come 

to him. So must the person who prays. 

Those people who do pray every day do not do it because they are forced to. They 

pray because they get a lot out of it. It does fill their life with comfort and spiritual 

strength. They feel that there is hope, promise, and that, in spite of everything, life can be 

good. Prayer is a source of renewal to them, and they do not pray just because it is the 

right thing to do. They pray because it helps them. Sometimes they are more inspired 

than at other times. But they know that inspiration is there, it is open to them. Inspiration, 

ideas are open to all of us. We just have to learn how to receive them. 

May we all, by learning how to prepare ourselves, be always open to the 

inspiration we all need. 

Are you cheating the world? 

 In the Torah portion which we will read this Shabbos, Shmini, we have the 

following passage, “Ye shall not make yourselves detestable.” This passage is stated in 

reference to not eating spiders, reptiles, etc., and clearly means that a person should not 

do anything which is calculated to make himself disgusting in his own eyes. 
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The Rabbis use this verse to base may prohibitions which might provoke a person 

to become disgusted with himself, i.e., eating from dirt, rolling in one’s own filth, etc. 

The very next verse in this Sedra exhorts the Jewish people to “be ye holy”. It says in 

effect, that a person cannot be holy if he feels disgusted with himself. How can this be? 

Haven’t we always been taught that to be holy a person must be dedicated to the 

betterment of his fellow-man? What has feeling disgusted with oneself have to do with 

being or not being holy? 

The Torah is telling us a great psychological truth. A person who doesn’t respect 

himself cannot respect others. Apart from those who would say, “If I can live in filth, 

self-torment or misery, so can everyone else.” There are the rest of us who would say, “If 

I’m unworthy, if I’m despicable and disgusting what makes me think others aren’t also? 

Everybody is despicable -Everyone is disgusting. Humanity stinks. Nobody is worthy of 

doing anything for.” This attitude must be avoided. Each of us must believe that we can 

make ourselves holy and pleasing. If we don’t then we will never be able to help our 

neighbor or improve the world. Too often in our generation, there are those who would 

deliberately try to make themselves disgusting in their own eyes. To them we say, you 

are not only cheating yourself, you are also cheating the world. 
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Tazria - Metzora 

Do your words inspire loneliness? 

In the Torah portion which we read in Shul last week, Tazria and Metzora, we 

learn about a strange disease which, in English, is called leprosy. This disease does not 

resemble what we now call leprosy and our Rabbis say that this disease was not even a 

result of physical factors. They say that it was rooted in the psyche of the individual and 

was the result of loose talk, or in Hebrew, “Loshon Horoh”. It was a terrible disease 

which caused its sufferer to be excluded from the camp. Its main manifestations were 

bright spots which appeared to be deeper than the skin or scabs which turned the hair 

white and left the flesh raw. The person who suffered from this disease was cut off from 

all other human contact and lived completely alone. It’s very hard to understand this. 

Why should a person whose only crime was loose talk suffer so? Even a murderer, a 

thief, or for that matter, a traitor, was never given such a terrible penalty. Even if a person 

who engaged in loose talk was worthy of punishment, why should his punishment be 

manifested in bright spots which appeared deeper than the flesh or in scabs which turned 

the hair white and the flesh raw? 

It seems to me that the answers to these questions lie in the role which speech 

plays in our lives. What holds us together as a community? What turns isolated 

individuals into a family, a group, a people? The power of speech. Through speech we 

make our wishes, our dreams known. We build trust and confidence. What destroys 

communities, -peoples _ and families? Loose speech, by destroying confidence and trust. 

In our day, loose speech is almost a way of life. We all try to put bright spots over what 

we do and try to appear deeper than we really are. And if we want something many of us 

do not hesitate to use all sorts of exaggerations, like the U.S. is not better than the Nazi’s, 

etc., in order to turn our hair white - to scare us into action. All these tactics unfortunately 

only undermine our sense of community and if pushed far enough, will isolate us all and 

like the leper, force us to live alone. Do your words inspire loneliness? 

Is it necessary to rebel? 

To rebel in our society is considered the mark of a mature person. If you have not 

rebelled against your parents or your society, then you have not grown up. This is the 

theme that runs through almost all of American literature, especially the novel. You 

might say that the very same novel has been written over and over again in America for 

the last 100 years. It speaks about a disintegrating culture in which the hero of the novel 

rebels against the world in which he is born and then tries to fashion some sort of life for 

himself out of the rubble he has created. He is then faced with the gargantuan task of 

trying to fashion a whole new value system for himself from scratch, a very difficult job. 

American parents expect their children to rebel against them, and if they do not, 

they get upset. They expect them to slough off self-discipline and upright behavior. Many 

parents, when they find that their children want to be more religious than they are, 

become very upset while, on the other hand, if they find that their children want to 

become more free thinking than they are or more loose in their morals than they are, they 
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accept this readily. In all areas of life, except one, the level of self-discipline in America 

has continually decreased. Parenthetically, one of the reasons for Jewish success in 

America has been that the immigrant and first generation American Jews could throw off 

much of Judaism’s restraints and still have more self-discipline than the surrounding 

peoples and culture. The only area in which self-discipline has increased in America is in 

education and that, I believe, is because after a while education, itself, becomes very 

pleasurable, very enjoyable and no longer seems a discipline but a personal sensual 

activity. 

Connected to this idea of rebellion is the idea that somehow we should be able to 

create a new man, that somehow the common everyday experiences of man are no good 

and must be changed. And that because present man has been shaped by wrong 

institutions, he is rotten and, therefore, we are justified in castigating and even destroying 

any institution or any person who doesn’t feel that everything must be changed. Our 

criticism should be merciless and the more we criticize and run down others the more 

integrity we have. In other words, integrity is not defined by what we are or by what we 

do but by how well we criticize and run down others. The greater the criticism, the 

greater the man. This, of course, is the exact opposite of the Jewish conception of things. 

In Judaism, a Tzadik or righteous man is a person who criticizes himself but is easy on 

others. A man who is easy on himself but hard on others is a person who the tradition 

abhors. 

In the Torah portion, Metzora, we learn about a strange disease which is called 

leprosy. This disease has many peculiar characteristics. Its main manifestations are bright 

spots which appear to be deeper that the skin or scabs which turn the hair white and leave 

the flesh raw. This disease, the Rabbis say, was rooted in the psyche of the individual and 

was the result of Loshon Horoh or loose talk. People tried to shine and appear deeper 

than they were by excoriating others and metaphorically causing other people’s hair to 

turn white by using all sorts of loose talk and exaggerations. They tried to destroy others. 

These people had, most probably, been hurt themselves by life but because they were so 

sensitive to their own pain they became insensitive to everyone else’s pain. The word 

Metzora, itself, which defines a person in this condition, declares what is wrong with 

him. The word can be read Motzui Ra, the common, the ordinary is bad. They wanted a 

different kind of world, they wanted a new kind of person. They couldn’t accept the 

world the way it is. They had to have someone to blame. Their punishment was that they 

were forced to live alone. They couldn’t relate to anyone because they were only 

sensitive to themselves. Their rebellion only led to greater pain. 

In life, unfortunately, there will be pain. We should not react to this pain by 

chucking everything over and engaging in an orgy of destructive criticism. Judaism 

knows that life is not perfect. In fact, we are the ones who believe the world has not yet 

been redeemed. By its very nature, the world is filled with inequities. In Judaism, we are 

called upon to correct these inequities by working together, not by destroying all structure 

and community. This will not help. This will only cause more pain and suffering. Each 

individual cannot work out a value system for himself. By necessity this value system 

will clash with other people’s value systems and more pain and suffering will result. The 

rebel will inevitably end up alone and loneliness is a curse not a blessing. 
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This is one of the meanings of the holiday of Pesach. On Pesach we learn how to 

rebel but within tradition. Questions are asked. In fact, questions are insisted upon. Not 

only that, we read Shir Hashireem, the Song of Songs, the story of love and passion. Life 

is filled with unanswered problems and questions. The problem of slavery and freedom, 

the problem of logic and passion, the problem of birth and death. Sure, there are 

questions and problems in life. The Rabbis go so far as to say that at the Seder if a person 

has no children, his wife should ask the questions and if he has no wife then he, himself, 

should ask the questions. Bitterness and joy go hand in hand. Life’s problems cannot be 

solved by merely rebelling. Rebellion only causes loneliness and anguish. 

In the Seder, you see your father not only as a father but, also, as a child of your 

grandfather. There will always be problems but the problems cannot be solved by pitting 

one generation against another but by realizing that it is only when the generations work 

together that progress is made, and it is only when people work together in a positive way 

that problems can be attacked. The greatest man is not the greatest critic. Integrity is 

defined by who you are not by how well you knock others. Being a truly sensitive person 

means being sensitive to the pain of others while at the same time being, for the most 

part, insensitive to your own pain. Man has not really changed at all as far as his basic 

passions and problems in over 5000 years. We are not going to create a new man. What 

we have to do is to learn from the traditions of our past how to deal with man as he is, so 

we can utilize the inventions of the future for all our benefit. Then we will truly feel the 

joy of life as well as its pain and truly enjoy each other. Rebellion brings loneliness. 

Generations working together brings joy. 

Who helps you spiritually? 

In the Torah portion which we will read in the synagogue this Shabbos we learn 

about a strange disease which is generally translated into English as leprosy. This disease, 

however, does not correspond to the disease which we today call leprosy - since it did not 

cause the swelling of organs or the rotting of limbs. Moreover, it was considered curable 

while the disease we call leprosy today cannot be cured although it can be arrested with 

drugs. The disease mentioned in the Bible was a type of skin disease which rendered the 

person possessing it unfit to enter the Sanctuary and forced him to live outside the camp. 

There are a great variety of reasons given for this ranging from the purely hygienic (the 

disease was highly contagious) to the purely ritualistic. In any event, throughout Rabbinic 

literature, this disease is taken to be not only a physical malady but, also, a symbol of a 

deeper spiritual disease. According to the Biblical text, it is not a Doctor who is to 

ascertain whether an individual has this disease or not, but a Cohen or a Priest. What is 

even more strange is that nowhere is it mentioned what a person who is afflicted with this 

disease can do in order to be cured. 

Now if we grant that this disease has some spiritual root, then surely a Priest who 

can pronounce when a person is afflicted and when a person is cured should have some 

words of advice or method of cure to give the afflicted person. But nowhere in the Torah 

do we find that the priest, in any way, has anything to do with effecting a cure. At first 

glance this may seem very strange, but upon reflection, it is only right. A Priest or 

spiritual leader can determine when a person is spiritually sick but only the person 
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himself can cure himself. No Priest, no Rabbi, no third party can cure a person of his 

spiritual malaise unless the person, himself, begins to cure himself. No amount of 

wonderfully constructed speeches, esthetic services, beautiful structures or pleasing 

surroundings will awaken a person’s spiritual nature if he does not want it to be stirred. 

Each individual must make the effort himself, he must immerse himself first in Judaism 

and then others can help him. Too often the statement is heard, “If only the Rabbis would 

. . . “ when really the correct statement is “If only I would . . .” 
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Achrei Mos 

It’s not either society or the individual 

One of the unique contributions that Judaism has yet to offer the world is the view 

that knowledge, personal morality, and social morality must be intertwined and that all 

three are needed in order to bring about not only a just society but also a satisfying 

internal religious life. Everyone knows that the world is not perfect. There are differing 

philosophies which explain why the world is not perfect and what we have to do in order 

to preserve our own inner integrity and, thus, our inner equilibrium or happiness. 

Some philosophies say that the world is hopelessly imperfect and that there is 

nothing we can do about it so we must protect our own integrity by developing ourselves 

while keeping away from the sullying influences of others and the world at large. Other 

philosophies say that man is hopelessly lost and unless the world is first fixed, then we 

can do nothing with ourselves. Others say that personal morality and social morality are 

irrelevant. What we need are great breakthroughs in knowledge which will then provide 

abundant food supplies, abundant energy sources, and relief from all sicknesses. Then, 

everything will fall into place and happiness will reign. 

Judaism rejects all these differing philosophies and says quite plainly in order to 

find inner happiness man must work on all these three goals simultaneously. 

Unfortunately, in modern civilization the dichotomy between personal morality and 

social morality is very sharp. A person who is interested in keeping himself personally 

pure is usually against all forms of social justice while those who are for social justice 

usually are seen as those who advocate sexual license, drugs, alcohol, etc. 

What we have in the modern day is just the reverse of what was prevalent in 

Western culture a few hundred years ago. It was then thought that deep habits of personal 

morality would bring perfection. Now it is thought that perfection can only come by 

advocating social justice while at the same time being personally lax. In our day the two 

concepts of social and private morality are usually separated. Those who seem to have no 

feeling of compassion for others and who do not seem to care whether society as a whole 

is just have strict values of personal morality while those who seem to want to make 

society as a whole just have become very lax in their personal values. 

Knowledge, too, in our modern day has been separated from both personal and 

public morality. While it is true that knowledge can do great things for humanity (perhaps 

the man who invented the sewer saved more lives than all the saints of history) yet 

knowledge cannot only be constructive but it can be destructive too. The same knowledge 

that produces medicine can also produce poison which, if put in the wrong hands, can 

wipe out whole peoples. 

In the Torah portion, Achrei Mos, we learn about both social and private morality. 

They are intertwined. We learn about the public ceremony of Yom Kippur and about the 

prohibition of incest and adultery. In the Haftorah we learn about oppressing the stranger, 

despising the Sabbath, being lewd, etc. Again, an intertwining of social and private 
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morality. Judaism teaches that the separation of knowledge and social and private 

morality from each other can only lead to destruction. That’s why I believe that in this 

week’s Torah portion we have, also, the absolute prohibition against eating blood. 

Blood is and always has been the symbol of life. No living animal cell can exist 

without blood. Blood is what binds the various organs of the body together. It brings 

them food, takes away wastes, and distributes oxygen throughout the body, etc. It ties the 

body together just as social and private morality tie society together. Social and private 

morality build trust and confidence and allow us to work together. Without mutual trust 

society cannot continue. It is as essential to society as blood is to the body. Without faith 

in each other and the knowledge that we can count on each other we cannot cooperate. 

Trust, too, is indivisible. Anything that destroys trust, whether on a public or 

private level, will destroy society. We cannot lie and cheat each other or oppress the poor 

or pervert justice and still maintain belief in one another’s words and deeds. Our society 

must be based on the trust and faith that the next person is going to do his best and not 

deceive us and that if we falter we can depend upon him to help. Trust, itself, is based on 

respect for ourselves and others which come from being privately moral and from 

working to build a just society. Any breaking down of respect either for ourselves or 

others on a private level spills over into public domain and any lack of respect for others 

by society spills over into our private lives. 

Shortly we will celebrate Israel’s Independence Day. The land of Israel is really a 

peculiar land. Why it should be considered the promised land is hard to see. There are 

certainly many other lands with more fertile soil, more beauty, and more mineral 

deposits, but the land of Israel symbolizes all that is holy, pure, and sacred. The reason, I 

believe, for this is that in Israel everything is present but it comes at the wrong time or 

it’s at the wrong place. 

There’s a lot of water in the north but not in the south. It rains hard for six months 

but then not at all for six months. Soils need to be mixed, etc. Everything is there but we 

have to look, study, and work in order to make sure that everything is balanced. When we 

do that then the land is blessed with rich harvests and we can be sustained, but if we do 

not balance what is there the land becomes barren and lifeless. 

We, too, must balance all aspects of life. If we do not we will merely accentuate 

our imperfections and our inner sense of disquiet. We must learn to work simultaneously 

on being personally moral, socially concerned, and open to knowledge. If we will learn to 

integrate these goals instead of separating them then we will truly be on the road to 

perfecting the world and live truly fulfilling lives and be blessed with inner peace and 

happiness. May we all live such lives. 
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Kadosheem 

What do we mean, by joy? 

To many people Judaism is a burden. When they think about Judaism they think 

of suffering, persecution and sadness. To them, Judaism reminds the world that evil has 

not been eliminated and because of the nature of man, there will always be victims, and 

we are these victims. Perhaps, it’s better to be a victim than an oppressor or a hater or a 

murderer, but it isn’t very pleasant. We bear our burden but wouldn’t it be much better if 

nobody had to bear this burden? This belief is prevalent among many modern Jews. They 

agree that Judaism has been mankind’s conscience but why can’t the world pick on 

someone else or better yet, pick on nobody. They don’t see any particular merit in 

Judaism except that we haven’t been persecutors or murderers. 

This view of Judaism is very negative. It causes our young people to flee. Why be 

a victim when you don’t have to be? Why all this sadness? Why all this burden? 

Although it is true that we have been mankind’s conscience this is not why Jews have 

been Jews. We have been Jews because of the great joy our religion has given us. 

Judaism is a happy, positive religion. The modern Jew who has almost no knowledge of 

his religion does not see what Judaism gave to the Jews, he only sees what the world has 

done to us. 

Every occasion in Judaism for re-affirming our religion is called a “simcha”. 

Simcha means joy. What is joy and happiness anyway? To my mind there are three 

components of joy and happiness. Happiness can never be achieved directly ... it is a 

byproduct of these three aspects. When does a person feel joy? When he knows that he is 

accepted for himself or (2) when he achieves a self-set goal or (3) when he goes beyond 

himself and helps others feel either accepted or worthy. When we practice the Jewish 

religion all these three aspects of joy coalesce into what we call “simcha”. 

God, by giving us His commandments, has accepted us. He says “you are My 

people, you have faults, failings but you can accomplish great things”. He tells us that we 

are important, that we have worth, dignity. He trusts us with responsibilities and He says 

that He needs us. Judaism gives us goals to achieve, ever higher levels of goodness and 

morality to scale. We have a great body of learning to master and when a person feels 

that he can master a situation and does master it, that causes him great joy. An artisan 

when he makes a precious object, a mountain climber when he reaches the summit knows 

this feeling. In Judaism, too, the stress on family companionship, and marriage, also, 

brings the joy which comes to a person when he helps others achieve their goals and 

shows them they’re accepted. A smile on your child’s face is one of the greatest joys 

imaginable. 

In the Torah portion, Kedoshim, we have these thoughts spelled out. We are told 

that we reach our greatest heights when we learn to imitate God and we can only imitate 

God when we feel inner joy. Also, in Kedoshim, we have the famous line, “You shall 

love your neighbor as yourself ... I am the Lord, your God.” The Rabbis ask, “Why does 

it say, `You shall love your neighbor as yourself?’ Why doesn’t it just say, `You should 
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love your neighbor’?” The answer they give is that if a person hates himself then he 

cannot love his neighbor -- what’s more, it is a terrible crime to hate one’s self because 

we have all been created by God, and if we hate ourselves that means we feel God made 

a terrible mistake by creating us. We won’t be able to love our neighbor if we hate 

ourselves. This is why the sentence in the Torah reads, “Love your neighbor as yourself 

... I am the Lord, your God.” 

Each of us should love ourselves but not only ourselves. We can only love if we 

feel joy, if we are happy about ourselves and our people. 

Judaism allows us the opportunity to be happy about ourselves. It allows us to 

correct our faults without blaming others for our deficiencies. Why do so many people 

hate? They do so because they know something is wrong within themselves but they say 

it is not their fault . . . it is someone else’s ... if they can get rid of that person or thing, 

they would be happy. Judaism says that’s a bunch of nonsense. 

In order to be happy, you’ll have to accept yourself as you are, as God accepts 

you. Work to correct your faults and help others and then you will be happy. Judaism is 

not a burden, it is a way of joy . . . it is a way of happiness. We are not only the world’s 

conscience but also we can become its source of joy. 

What do you bedeck yourself with? 

The Torah portion, Kadosheem, which we will read in the Synagogue this 

Shabbos opens with the famous lines, “Speak unto all the congregation of the children of 

Israel and say unto them: You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy.” The 

Rabbis explain that here Moshe was commanded to gather together all the children of 

Israel and to speak to them as a unit when he proclaimed that “You shall be holy.” This 

explains why the redundant words “all the congregation” were used. Why, though, was it 

essential for all the people to be present when Moshe presented the commandment “You 

shall be holy”? Why wasn’t the regular procedure of Moshe teaching the commandments 

to Aaron, his sons, and the elders and then having them relay the commands to the people 

sufficient in this case? 

It seems to me that the answers to these questions lie in the Hebrew word used for 

congregation, Adah. This word in Hebrew has several meanings. Besides meaning 

congregation it can mean a witness, to adorn, to bejewel and to pass over. Every Jew, if 

he is to become holy, if he is to become a person through whom the world and the quality 

of life in it will grow a little better, must be one who can identify with his people, with its 

past and with its future. He must be one who will bear witness by his life that all Jewish 

history has not been in vain and be one who can bejewel himself with the achievements 

of his people and pass over the temptation to run and hide from the responsibilities and 

obligations which his tradition has thrust on him. Unfortunately, there are far too many 

Jews who are consumed with self hate, who hate the world because it forces the label Jew 

on them and who hate their Jewish past principally because they know nothing about it 

and therefore, they cannot identify with its traditions or with its people, the Adah, the 

congregation. To these people the Torah speaks. Before you can be holy, before you can 
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have the inner peace you seek, before you can stop raging at everything and everyone you 

must identify with your congregation, the children of Israel. Then after you have 

bedecked and bejeweled yourself with its traditions you will be able to gain the necessary 

self-respect and dignity to be “holy”. On this Anniversary of Israel’s Independence there 

is much to bedeck ourselves with. Are you part of the congregation? What do you bedeck 

yourself with? 
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Emor 

Time and Judaism 

One of the greatest problems of our day is what to do with time. How often do I 

hear people say, “Boy, have I got a lot of time on my hands. How can I kill a few hours? 

Am I bored, etc.”. Time to these people is a big burden. They do not know how to handle 

time. They do not know what to do with it. They know how to deal with the space in 

which they live in but time is something else again. 

In Judaism the concept of time is very important. All we really possess in life is 

time. All of us are really nothing more than biological time clocks. Our pre-programmed 

enzymes and hormones swing in and out of action according to a pre-set genetic clock. 

Each of us goes through certain physical periods of life which provide the framework for 

all our physical and mental activities. We act within time while, at the same time, trying 

to transcend it by either raising a family or creating objects or institutions which will bear 

our mark when we are gone. 

There is a uniquely Jewish concept called Bitol Z’man, wasting time. Wasting 

time in Judaism is considered a greater crime than wasting food or any other precious 

resource. Time, according to Judaism, is the most important dimension we live in. It is 

limited for each of us and irreversible. In fact, in Judaism the word for desecration, 

Chalal, is the same word as the word for space. We need to fill space with sanctified time 

if we are to lead meaningful lives. That’s why in Judaism we have always tried to 

sanctify time rather than space. Everyone exists more in time that in space. Space is 

almost always constant and passive. Time is fluid and can uplift. That’s why Shabbos, the 

most important Jewish holiday, is conceived of as a temple of time. The Kiddush uttered 

on the eve of all our holidays speaks about sanctifying Israel and time which the Rabbis 

interpret as meaning that it is the prime responsibility of Israel to sanctify time. 

One of the major ways that Judaism differs from other philosophies and religions 

is that it is not just a series of do nots. So many other philosophies stress only what man 

should not do in the world but not what he should do. Judaism emphasizes the importance 

of positive acts in time by teaching that God said simultaneously remember and observe 

when He gave us the Sabbath. Remember refers to the positive acts we are to perform. If 

people are just told what not to do with their time and not told what to do with it then this 

will lead to great perversions. One of the causes cited for alcoholism in Northern climates 

is that there is nothing to do during the long winter. This point that time is the most 

important dimension in human existence is put into sharp focus by the fact that 

immediately after the Jewish people left Egypt they were commanded to count the days. 

Each day was to count and to be counted. They were to count 50 days till they received 

the Torah. Before a person can appreciate the Torah he must realize that he lives in time, 

and that he must learn to sanctify it by doing deeds of kindness. 

In the Torah portion, Emor, we learn how we are commanded every year to count 

time from the bringing of the Omer on the second day of Pesach. The counting of time 

immediately after our gaining freedom is to teach us the limits of power. Too many 
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people fail to realize that the way you desecrate time is through the misuse of power. By 

taking away someone else’s ability to act in time you make him a slave. The word Omer 

in Hebrew not only refers to a measurement of barley but also to tyranny. The bringing of 

the Omer was meant to teach us how to use power by emphasizing our limits. To my 

mind there are three sources of power which are symbolized by the three letters of the 

word Omer. The ayin stands for Osher which means wealth. The mem stands for Madah 

which means knowledge, and the reish stands for Rechaim which means love, 

compassion, goodness. Those who have wealth obviously have power because people 

need financial resources in order to put their plans into effect. Knowledge is an obvious 

source of power because without knowledge you could not build a building or run an 

automobile or any institution. The third source of power is love or goodness. People want 

to be respected. They want to be accepted. They want to be told that what they have done 

is right. 

Many times people who have wealth and knowledge become infuriated when 

someone will stand up and accuse them of misusing their wealth or knowledge. People 

not only want wealth and knowledge they also want approval. The ability to withhold 

approval is a great power. Many times people feel that those who have wealth and 

knowledge are automatically good while those who have no wealth and knowledge are 

not worth anything. Wealth and knowledge, though, are not always wedded to goodness. 

That is the whole point of linking the counting of the Omer to the Exodus from Egypt. 

The Egyptians had wealth and knowledge. They felt that this was sufficient. Wealth, 

which is really a function of space, and knowledge, which is really above time, were used 

to destroy. The Jews had neither wealth or knowledge but they had the capacity to do 

good and to feel mercy, compassion without a vested interest. They knew what was just 

and unjust. Wealth and utilitarian knowledge did not blind their eyes. Wealth and 

knowledge in Egypt were used to destroy the only thing a person really has, his time. 

Slaves can not live sanctified lives because they have no time. They, though, by their 

suffering can judge their enslavers and show that they could not possibly be good or have 

God’s approval. Wealth is a function of space. Knowledge is above time and space. 

Goodness is a function of time. It is the only thing which can lend meaning to life. 

At the time of the second Temple there were two Jewish groups who were vying 

for leadership, the Sadducees and the Pharisees. They differed on when the Omer should 

be brought. The Pharisees argued that it should be brought on the second day of Pesach. 

The Sadducees argued that it should be brought the day after the first Shabbos in Pesach. 

Their argument was not just about a ritual matter alone. The Sadducees represented the 

wealthy and worldly knowledgeable class. In Hebrew their name means to justify 

themselves. In their eyes the Sabbath or any ritual observance could cover over any 

abuses of wealth and position. The Pharisees, on the other hand, were the party of the 

people and linked the bringing of the Omer to Pesach. Any use of power which relegates 

the common people to nothingness, which does not allow them to participate in the life of 

the nation, which does not allow them to be actively a participant in the sanctifying of 

time, is wrong. Goodness must always be wedded to power and knowledge if power and 

knowledge are not to destroy us all by taking away our capacity to sanctify time. To 

count and to be counted is a basic principle of our religion. Everyone counts. Time is the 
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same for all of us. Each of us must sanctify it. If we do each of our lives will be fuller and 

our community better. 
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Behar 

Why Judaism is unique 

Many people have asked, what is it that makes our religion unique? Wherein do 

we differ from other religions? After all, almost all modern religions speak about loving 

your neighbor, doing good, being moral, raising a family, etc. This is true. However, 

what distinguishes a religion or culture from another is how it balances the various 

competing forces in life, how it prioritizes competing positive values. You can tell what a 

person’s true value system is when he comes to a crossroad in life and must choose not 

between good and evil but between two competing positive values. What are his 

priorities? Does he decide to send his children to college or invest his money for his 

retirement? Does he take his aged parent into his home or does he accept an assignment 

in another city which would be good for his career but would force his parent into a 

nursing home? 

What distinguishes the Jewish religion is the priority of its value system which 

differs greatly from other value systems. For example, traditionally great emphasis was 

placed on education. In Eastern Europe it was not unheard of for a family to spend 50% 

of their income to insure that their children receive a Jewish education. If a person came 

to choose between hiring a teacher or buying a pair of shoes, the teacher would come 

first. If the choice was either to study or miss several meals, the choice was to study. 

There was, also, a great emphasis on family, what you were expected and required to do 

for your family. Judaism’s priority system is what makes it unique. 

We believe that when God intervened in history on Mount Sinai He gave us a 

point of balance for these competing positive forces which we maintain to this very day. 

He prioritized our values. This is what we mean when we say the Torah has never 

changed. The law never changes but obviously circumstances do. Sometimes, in order to 

maintain the same balance, we do exactly the opposite thing we did before. For example, 

the Torah commands us to guard our health. This means that in the summer we must do 

the exact opposite of what we do in the winter. In the winter we must put on a coat when 

we go outdoors while in the summer we must take it off. The Torah has not changed one 

bit but circumstances have. A vivid illustration of this was brought home to me several 

years ago when an individual approached me with a question. He asked me, “Is it 

permissible to stick little babies with pins?” I looked at him with anger and was ready to 

throw him out. I said, “What, are you a sadist? In Judaism you are not allowed to make a 

wound. You are not allowed to torture people. Do you realize the psychological damage 

as well as the physical damage you could do to the baby? Aside from the damage you 

would do to the baby, look at the terrible damage you would be doing to your own soul. 

What are you? Some kind of a nut?” He looked at me crushed and said, “But, Rabbi, I am 

a doctor”. He wanted to know if he could give babies shots. “Oh”, I said, “that’s 

different”. Actually though, when you give a baby a shot you are sticking it with a pin but 

it is for its benefit. It is to prevent diseases, etc. Obviously the law did not change but the 

circumstances did. The Jewish religion clearly dictates that to preserve a baby’s health 

and prevent disease we are allowed to give shots. 
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 In order to tell how Judaism prioritizes the various competing positive values in 

life, it requires a great deal of study. That’s why the study of Torah is so important. When 

people try to change Judaism, they do not want to allow Judaism to preserve its own 

point of balance between competing values but they want it to adopt another culture or 

religion’s priority system. They want to change Judaism and make it into something it is 

not. For example, those who would downgrade the family and accept alternative life-

styles completely destroy Judaism’s priority system. Those who downgrade Jewish 

learning and are not interested in supporting what they want to do with Jewish sources 

and opinions obviously have already prejudged any issue they are discussing by adopting 

another culture’s priority system and discounting Judaism’s entirely. The Torah does not 

change. Circumstances, though, sometimes do change and in order to maintain our same 

position we may do opposite things. In fact, this distinction between the law and the facts 

is recognized in the court systems of America where we have juries who determine the 

facts and judges who then determine the law based on the facts. If the facts change, then a 

different law applies. In Jewish life throughout the ages most of the arguments have been 

on interpreting the facts, not on what is the law. 

One of the ways Judaism differs from other religions is that Judaism is not just 

concerned with the individual. Judaism is very much concerned about building a 

community. We believe that the way you organize a community has a great deal of 

bearing upon how people live and act. We have a responsibility not only to ourselves and 

to God but, also, to our community. This can be seen even in our American system. What 

distinguishes the United States from, for example, Mexico? The people in Mexico are 

obviously as smart and as virtuous and as dedicated and as committed as the people of the 

United States, but we, here in the United States, have had much greater success in 

allowing each individual to fulfill his potential than in Mexico. Why is this? It is because 

of the way we are organized, the way our community is set up. It is because of our form 

of government, because of our having originally distributed the land, the Homestead Act, 

etc. America is strong and prosperous, not primarily because Americans are ambitious 

and hard working, but because of the way the community is set up. Judaism, too, is 

interested in community. We believe that it is only by attaching yourself to the 

community, by working within the community that an individual can fulfill himself. We, 

also, believe that the community has a responsibility to the individual to make sure that 

he has the wherewithal to develop himself. Concentrations of wealth are to be abhorred. 

One class of people should not control all the resources and, thereby, reduce the rest of 

the population to serfdom. This not only makes them poor but, also, prevents them from 

choosing to serve God. Limiting a person’s freedom stops a person from having the 

capacity to serve God. Economic slavery is as bad as physical slavery. 

These ideas are found in the Torah portion Behar. We learn that God decreed the 

laws of the Sabbatical year and the Jubilee year on Mt. Sinai just as He did the laws of 

personal morality. Judaism seeks to balance the competing forces of good within a 

society just as it does within an individual. Judaism has a priority system in community 

as well as in individual ethics. Judaism says that we are individuals within a group. The 

individual has responsibilities to the group and the group has responsibilities to the 

individual. The traditional form of davening expresses the relationship beautifully. 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES 

PAGE 107 OF 234 

HO1  16446v2 

Each individual at a Minyon prays by himself just pausing to wait for the Cantor 

to say the last lines of each prayer. However, certain prayers cannot be said without a 

Minyon, and praying together with others, who are praying, is a totally different 

experience than praying alone, much more meaningful and uplifting. Certain individuals 

at certain times have responsibilities to the Minyon and the Minyon at times has certain 

responsibilities to them, to let them lead the prayer, etc. The group does not dominate the 

individual but, at the same time, the individual contributes to the group. This balancing of 

the relationship between the group and the individual is one of Judaism’s most unique 

features. In all areas of life Judaism has this unique balance. 

Soon we are to celebrate Israel’s Independence Day. Israel gives Jews, throughout 

the world, the unique opportunity to demonstrate to the world Jewish values on a 

community level which is impossible in any other place in the world. We already know 

of the many positive contributions that Israel has made in the areas of agriculture, 

science, child care programs, community living, Torah scholarship, etc. This is only the 

beginning. It is our belief that Israel must continue to flourish and grow because the 

world needs the messages that will come from it. It will serve as a beacon to the whole 

world because it will show the world the uniqueness of our religion, and based on Israel’s 

experience the whole world will benefit. May Israel continue to grow and flourish and 

may we soon see it at total peace with all its neighbors. 

What are your motivations? 

In last week’s Torah portion, Behar, we read “You shall not fool one another and 

you shall fear the Lord your God because I am the Lord your God.” The Rabbis looking 

at this sentence notice that there is an extra verse here. It would have been sufficient to 

say, “You shall not fool one another because I am the Lord your God.” Why the extra 

sentence, “and you shall fear the Lord your God”? 

The Rabbis answer this question by saying that many times you can fool a person 

by using the fear of God or by your espousal of a good cause. You can pretend that you 

are fighting for a principle when, in reality, you’re only protecting a selfish interest. How 

many times do we hear people scream that they won’t give charity because of this or that 

fancied abuse? Isn’t the true motivation of almost all these people their desire to use their 

money only for themselves and not to give any to charity? 

I would be in more sympathy with these people if they would work to correct 

these so-called abuses or give to other charities which are beyond suspicion. This goes 

not only for the giving of charity but also for the fancied excuses people give you for not 

working in the community. They use high sounding slogans and so-called deeply felt 

principles to justify their laziness and selfishness. I’m afraid that many people think they 

need all their time and money to pamper themselves. I hope that you always examine 

your heart carefully to determine whether you’re being sincere or just using a good cause 

to fool yourself and others. 
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Bechukosai 

What makes life worth living? 

What do we really want in life? What makes life worth living? This is indeed a 

troubling question. So many people today do not know where they are going or what they 

are doing. They are upset and they do not know why. They seem to have everything, but 

they are unhappy. This indeed is a perplexing problem. 

These people seem to be in prison, a prison of their own making. And like a 

prisoner they seem to have a problem with time. There is a very peculiar time problem 

which happens to people who are in prison. Time is inverted. Individual days seem to 

drag on never ending while weeks and even months fly by. Time almost goes in an 

opposite direction from the way it goes for people who feel they can effectively mold 

their own life by pursuing set goals. 

In the Torah portion, Bechukosai, we learn about the many blessings which will 

descend upon the Jewish people if we will observe the Torah, and we also learn about the 

terrible curses which will befall us if we do not. This is indeed a hard Torah portion. It is 

hard for many reasons. It is hard because it is difficult to take responsibility for our own 

lives and for our own destiny. It is hard because it is difficult to understand how a kind, 

good, loving God can permit such terrible curses to occur. And it is also hard because it is 

difficult to understand why the sentences which count the blessings are so few while the 

sentences which count the curses are so many. 

It is true that in a certain sense God neither punishes nor rewards us. We punish or 

reward ourselves. Life is a difficult proposition at best and it is we, in most instances, 

who ultimately determine whether or not we are cursed or blessed by the attitude we take 

toward our life and what happens to us. We can turn almost any situation into a blessing 

or a curse by how we consider it. 

There are basically four different postures that we can take toward life. Three of 

these four are only partially satisfying and they lead almost always to grave unhappiness. 

These three imprison us because they do not lead to the future. They do not give meaning 

to our lives. There is the will to pleasure or to sensual fulfillment which leads to 

selfishness, to doing those things which will only satisfy us. Selfishness isn’t satisfying 

because it isn’t unique. It isn’t a task only we can do. Everybody can be selfish. It doesn’t 

go beyond us. 

There is the will to power which again leads to domination and even cruelty and 

which does not allow for any satisfactory relationships. It leaves man lonely. There is the 

will to security which places our personal security above all else and which, again, 

sacrifices true relationships and turns many people into deceivers, liars, and cheats. We 

lose all our integrity and dignity. The will for meaning is the only view of life which 

permits us to act responsibly, caringly, and which leads to the future. 
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This will for meaning states that each man is unique, each human being has a 

peculiar mission to fulfill, each person is needed, each of us can contribute to the world, 

each of us has it within our power to change life for the better by working at our task at 

hand. We each can assure a better future. Even our suffering and our deprivation can turn 

the world around if we show that we can retain our dignity and humanity in spite of 

everything. 

We are each important. Whether something is a blessing or a curse will ultimately 

depend on us, on our attitude to what’s happening to us. We can turn even our blessings 

to curses if we are not responsibly concerned about the future. These basic Jewish views 

have given Jews hope and have been reconfirmed by many throughout Jewish history 

even in the concentration camps. Victor Frankel, a concentration camp survivor, has 

started a whole new school of psychiatry based on these principles. 

Man must look to the future to find his own task, a task which will add to 

goodness and knowledge in this world. Man’s eyes must be toward the future. If he does 

he will be happy in the present as well. This is what Jeremiah says in the Haftorah for 

Bechukosai when he says, “Blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord and whose trust the 

Lord is, for he shall be as a tree planted by the waters that spreads out its roots by the 

river and shall not see when heat comes but its folliage shall be luxuriant and it shall not 

worry in the year of drought nor ever cease yielding fruit.” 

We can make our life a blessing or a curse. It just depends how we direct it. If our 

roots are deep, if we are watered by the hope of a better world we will produce fruits and 

be happy. One of the greatest modern Jewish philosophers wrote his greatest works while 

he was completely paralyzed except for the use of one finger on one hand. 

Life cannot be just filled with things. It must be filled with goals, goals which 

stretch forth in time and make us happy and blessed in the present. May this be all our lot. 
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Bamidbar 

How to raise good children 

One of the great errors of our day is that we do not teach our children how to fail. 

Everyone in life ultimately fails. There will always be somebody who will run faster than 

we can, be smarter than we are, and be more successful than we are. Our very physical 

bodies will weaken and eventually fail. No doctor in the long run ever saves a patient. He 

may restore a patient’s health for a few years but eventually the patient’s body will cease 

to function. In our success-oriented society we have, by our undue stress on fleeting 

worldly success, maimed ourselves and our children. We have taught them that they can 

not be happy unless they always succeed. This is completely false. 

Judaism does not measure the worth of a man’s life based on the criteria of 

worldly success. Whether you are a successful doctor or lawyer or accountant or 

businessman is irrelevant. Whether you became a millionaire or big politician does not 

really count. What counts is whether you have tried your best and were able to expand 

the realm of the good and raise a family who, too, is interested in expanding the realm of 

the good in this world. If a person tries his best, raises good children, and does good 

deeds then, by Judaism’s standards, he is a very, very successful individual. That’s why 

the greatest tribute that can be paid to a person after he is gone is for his children to light 

a yahrzeit lamp, come to the Synagogue and conduct the service. This symbolizes that a 

person left behind children who are also interested in expanding the realm of the good in 

this world. Of course, if a person’s children are complete bums and no-good-niks, saying 

Kaddish does not help. To raise a child who will follow in the path of the good and the 

right is the greatest thing that a person can do in Judaism. 

We believe in the conservation of morality. Just as there is a scientific law of the 

conservation of matter and energy which means that no matter or energy can ever be 

destroyed, (since Einstein, we learned how to change matter into energy and no destroy 

it) so, too, we believe, that there is a law of the conservation of morality. No good deed 

that a person does in this life is ever lost. It continues and, based on it, the world can 

become better and better. A person who always tries his best and does all the good deeds 

he can and raises children who also recognize the importance of doing good deeds is, 

according to Judaism, a very successful person even though he may have failed at 

business, may never have gotten a college degree or any acclaim or money. By all the 

standards of today he might be a failure but, according to Judaism, he is a huge success. 

Many of these thoughts are emphasized on the holiday of Shavuos. The Rabbis 

have arranged that almost always we will read the Torah portion Bamidbar before the 

holiday of Shavuos. Only exceptionally, like this year, do we read the next Torah portion, 

Noso. Both of these Torah portions have to do with the counting of the Jewish people. 

Bamidbar begins the count. In the Torah portion, Noso, we conclude the count. Over and 

over again we are told that the Jewish people were to be counted “by their families 

according to the house of their fathers”. The expression “by their families according to 

the house of their fathers” recurs constantly. This repetition of the phrase “by their 

families according to the house of their fathers” was meant to teach us that the Jewish 
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people could not receive the Torah until they demonstrated that they had viable families. 

Families are the basis of everything in our religion. Without families, the Torah cannot be 

implemented. Where are we to learn compassion, self-sacrifice and the importance of the 

spiritual over the material except in a family? Where are we to learn that relationships are 

more important than things? Only in a family. A family, in order to be effective, must 

have a father and a mother and children. That’s why the expression “by their families 

according to the house of the fathers” is used over and over again. 

In the Jewish tradition, we are taught that in many ways women are considered 

superior to men. It was the women who would not worship the golden calf. It was the 

women who paid no heed to the evil report of the spies when they came back with a bad 

report about the land of Canaan. It was because of the moral strength of the women that 

the slavery in Egypt came to an end. The Rabbis teach that what was created later in the 

description of creation was on a higher level. Woman was created after man. They, also, 

say that when a woman thanks God for being created according to His will only she can 

make that blessing because she is closer to God’s will than is man. A man has many more 

violent aggressive impulses than does a woman. The Rabbis, also, teach us that when 

God came to give the Torah to the Jewish people He said “thus shall you say to the House 

of Jacob and tell the Children of Israel”. The House of Jacob refers to the women - the 

Children of Israel to the men. The women were given the Torah first because God knew 

that if they would not accept it, the Torah would not endure in Judaism. A woman’s 

unique moral courage is the necessary component to insure that the Torah will continue 

and will be implemented. 

Men do not have to risk their lives to bring forth life. Men do not have to face 

death in order to produce children and, because of this, men know that women are 

innately more courageous than men. Perhaps, this explains why men throughout the 

centuries have sought violence and war to demonstrate their own bravery. The bravery of 

men, though, in these circumstances does not produce life but the horrors of war. This is 

why the expression “the House of the Fathers” is used over and over again in discussing 

families. We might think that the raising of children should be left exclusively to women. 

This is not so. The self-sacrifice and willingness on the part of the man to share what he 

has and work for his wife and children is an essential component in teaching compassion 

and the importance of relationships over things. Households that are headed only by 

mothers, unfortunately, are not as effective in bringing up children as households of two 

parent families. It is very, very difficult to raise a child in a one parent family and to 

inculcate into him or her the correct values. The self-denying example of a father as well 

as the moral courage of a mother is required. 

In nature almost always the father has nothing to do with raising children. His job 

just takes a few seconds and he is gone. In many animal species if the male has not 

already left, the female pushes the father away after children are born and attacks him if 

he comes near. When a child is born it is part of the mother and only very remotely of the 

father. The father does not have the same ties to it that the mother usually has. In the 

animal world this is very pronounced. We, though, are not animals. A father, by the very 

fact of his staying on and providing for his family, teaches his children through example 

the importance of self-sacrifice and self-abnegation. The father does not just pick up and 
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spend the money all on himself. He does not leave the mother. If he does, then the 

children are scared and it is very hard to teach them the values of the Torah. However, 

when a father is devoted and a child sees the unselfishness of both his parents then he 

learns how to be compassionate and concerned for relationships rather than things. 

Immediate self-gratification is not stressed in a family. The good of the total family is 

stressed. One family member is willing to sacrifice for another. The spiritual, the unseen, 

the family bond is stressed, not things. This is what is required before we could receive 

the Torah, a sense of the importance of relationships, of the importance of the spiritual 

over the material. 

The Rabbis teach us that on Shavuos we received the Ten Commandments 

because of the merit of Jacob. It does not mention the other patriarchs. This is because 

only Jacob succeeded in raising a family who all stayed together, who in the end helped 

and supported each other. We received the Ten Commandments on stone. The word for 

stone in Hebrew is “Even”, which is a combination of the word Av and Ben, father and 

son. Only when father, son, mother and daughter are together will the Ten 

Commandments endure. The family is the foundation stone upon which the Torah is 

based. Relationships are important, not things. Things may fail but relationships endure. 
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Naso 

Do you have a fragmented personality? 

On Shavuos we celebrate the receiving of the Ten Commandments and the Torah. 

The first two commandments contain Judaism’s great teaching that God is one. What 

difference should it really make if there are two or three or four or ten gods? The answer 

our Rabbis give is that if there were more than one God, there would be more than one 

morality, each god could have his own. This is impossible because there is only one God. 

Also, there would be people who would claim that because their god was superior they 

were superior and could, therefore, treat other people with cruelty, disdain and hatred. 

In Judaism, the reciting of God’s Oneness, the Shma, was considered important 

not just because it proclaimed that there was only one God, but because it meant that the 

person reciting it was accepting the consequences of that declaration. It meant that he was 

assuming the yoke of heaven, that he was accepting the responsibility that God gave him 

to perfect himself and the world, and that he realized he could not escape this basic 

responsibility. But even more than this, this proclamation of the Shma says that God has 

given us the tools to perfect ourselves so that we, ourselves, can become one. 

What is one of the most severe problems that we see today? It is the problem of 

the fragmented personality, people who do not know who they are. They have one public 

image, one private image, a different self-image, a fourth real image as perceived by their 

friends and relatives. They do not know who they are or what they are. They act one way 

with one group of people, another way with another group of people, and they are beset 

by great insecurity. 

We all know that the greatest blessing that God can bestow upon man is peace, 

but in Hebrew the word peace does not mean quietness or silence. It means wholeness, 

the harmonious working together of all aspects of life. In the priestly blessing that is 

recorded in the Torah portion, Naso, we have as the culmination of all blessings, “May 

the Lord lift up His countenance to thee and give thee peace”. In Hebrew the word, 

Paneem, countenance, is plural and means not only countenance but aspects, different 

sides or views of the same object. We are all composed of different drives, needs and 

desires. The hardest thing for anyone to do is to combine all these needs, desires and 

passions into a harmonious whole. 

A story is told in the Talmud about a conclave of all the animals in nature. The 

lion was asked why he was the king of beasts. He replied, “Because I can roar the loudest 

and when I roar everyone else is silent.” The thrush stood up and said, “That may be true, 

but if we go a mile or so from where you are roaring, your roar is not heard. However, 

when I begin to chirp everyone chirps along with me and the whole forest is filled with 

song.” That is the Jewish blessing of peace. Those who try to shout down the world 

accomplish nothing but those who bring out the best in others do God’s work. Because of 

modern day excessive concentration on the “me, me, me”, “I am all that counts”, “I am 

all that is important”, “only my talents and abilities need be my concern”, “I must be true 
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only to myself’, many people are not only selfish but, also, desperately unhappy. They 

are unhappy because they are fragmented. 

In the Haphtorah to the Torah portion, Naso, we learn about Samson as such an 

individual. Samson suffered from a fragmented personality. He did not know if he 

wanted to be a Jew or a Philistine, a buffoon or a scholar, a leader or a follower. He had a 

wandering eye and he was ultimately a failure because he had no inner unity. He could 

only think of himself and after his hair was cut and he lost his image of himself as a holy 

man, which was at best a fragmented false image, he, also, lost his vision. He did not 

have the ability to overcome life’s problems because he was fragmented. 

Where do people get their strength from? -- from feeling part of a whole, from 

feeling attached to and responsible for others. It is a tragic commentary on human nature 

that during wartime mental illness goes down because then people realize that they are 

part of something greater than themselves, that what they do counts. Samson never could 

feel that he had a responsibility to anybody but himself. Even at the very end when he 

asked God for strength to bring down the Philistine temple, he did not ask for strength to 

save Israel. He only asked for strength so that he could wreak vengeance upon the 

Philistines for putting out his eyes. 

Today, people do not want to be part of a group which accepts and cares for them 

no matter what. They do not want to give or receive loyalty. As a result, they are 

fragmented and most of the time they are unhappy and feel that they are being used. 

What we need is wholeness. By being part of a family and a group which cares for us and 

for whom we care irrespective of whether we or they are sick, poor, enfeebled or old, we 

become whole. 

In the Shma we not only proclaim God’s Oneness but, also, our own hope to be 

one. We do this by first saying “Hear, O Israel”. How do we achieve wholeness, oneness? 

-- by uniting with our people and our families and identifying with our people, Israel. 

May we all not only proclaim God’s Oneness but, also, learn how to be whole ourselves. 
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B’Haloscho 

Are you looking for something which doesn’t exist? 

Many people have come to me seeking guidance. They are confused and they 

want some word, some idea, which will allow them to set their lives in order. They feel 

that their lives are a shambles and they have no where to turn. They especially want to be 

at peace with themselves. They feel that they have not achieved the inner peace that they 

need. Upon talking to them, many times I’ve found that they have completely 

misconstrued what life is all about. They’re searching for something which they can 

never achieve. They’re looking for experiences which they can never obtain and, 

therefore, they’re very unhappy. 

In the Torah portion B’haloscho, we learn about the Menorah, the prime symbol 

of our faith. Many people think that the Mogen David, or the Star of David, is our prime 

symbol, but it is not. In fact the use of the Mogen David in the synagogue is of very late 

origin. The Menorah, or candelabra, has always been our main symbol. There was a 

seven branched Menorah in the Temple and the prophet Zechariah, when he proclaimed 

the famous sentence, “Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit sayeth the Lord of 

Hosts”, had a vision of the Menorah in front of him. 

The Menorah represents our conception of what life is all about. Just as a 

Menorah when brought into a dark room sheds light without doing violence, so should 

we. But more important than this, the Menorah gives us a true view of what we are to 

expect from life and what our role is in it. 

Many people have many problems because they expect and look for things that 

life cannot give them. The Menorah is a symbol of light. But what is light? To this day 

scientists cannot define it precisely. We can’t really touch it, feel it, hear, or see it. We 

need it to see other things. Without it, we cannot see anything. All the beauties of the 

world and all the things we need in order to exist in the world would still be here, but we 

wouldn’t be able to enjoy or use them because without light we couldn’t see them. 

Our spiritual values are the same way. You can’t touch them, feel them or put 

them in the bank. But without them, you cannot appreciate life or feel the importance of 

everything which surrounds us. Without spiritual light people really cannot live any type 

of good or wholesome life. They will be overcome by their problems. 

And what is this spiritual light we all need? Scientists tell us that there are two 

main properties of light and if light does not have these two main properties, it is no 

longer light. One, it must always be moving. Two, it must bear a message. 

This, too, is the prescription for a happy, contented life as well. Each of us must 

bear a message. Each of us must stand for more than ourselves. Each of us must feel that 

we are working not only for ourselves but also for something more than ourselves. 

Secondly, each of us must realize that there is no rest in this world, that only when we are 

spiritually on the move can we feel happy and content and achieve inner peace. If we 
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spiritually rest, we will not be able to utilize our spiritual light and we will stumble over 

all of life’s problems. In this same Torah portion where we learn about the Menorah, we 

also learn about a revolt of the Jewish people against Moshe, ostensibly over meat. The 

people were tired of their diet of manna from heaven and they wanted meat. They 

complained against Moshe and God told Moshe not to worry, that he would send them 

slav or quail. The people ate this quail and many of them became sick and even died. 

The Rabbis tell us that really they didn’t want meat because in Hebrew the word 

for meat, “bosor”, can also be read as “bosoroh tovo” which means the good news. They 

wanted the fake good news that inner peace comes from being totally serene and at rest. 

They thought that what was needed and required for inner peace was serenity, total quiet, 

an escape into a fairy tale world. God then sent them the slav, which in Hebrew denotes 

also rest, quiet, and complacency, in response to their request. They quickly learned that 

this did not solve their problems, but increased them. They lost their spiritual light. They 

had given up. They were no longer moving, progressing. They were no longer carrying a 

message. Their lives became meaningless and filled with problems. They had no more 

light. Their problems were increased not decreased. 

This is the same mistake which many people are making today. They flee from all 

spiritual effort. They equate happiness and inner peace with nonactivity, serenity, rest. 

They’re looking for a tranquility which comes without effort. This is impossible. Inner 

peace can only be achieved if we are spiritually on the move and are working for 

something more than ourselves. Then our life will be illuminated with spiritual light. 

Let us hope and pray that many of those today, whose lives are so filled with 

problems, will realize this and that they will once again turn to a life which is pointed 

toward meaningful goals and which bears a meaningful message. This way many of their 

problems will be solved and they will find that they have achieved inner peace and are 

much happier. May each of our Menorahs always be lit and may our lights always shine 

brightly. 

What and how do you give? 

In the very first lines of the Torah portion which we will read this Shabbos we are 

told how Aaron was commanded to light the Menorah so that the Menorah would 

produce one blaze of light and not seven individual ones. This commandment seems to be 

totally out of context. It has nothing at all to do with the verses which precede it. (They 

deal with how the Levites were inaugurated into their Temple duties.) Why has the Torah 

seen fit to interpose this commandment here? 

Our Rabbis answer this question by linking this commandment to the gifts which 

the leader of each tribe brought to the Tabernacle. These gifts were many and rich. Each 

tribe brought them except for the tribe of Levi whose leader was Aaron. Aaron was 

downcast because his tribe was not able to be represented. At this juncture the Torah 

intervenes by, in effect, telling Aaron, “you have a more precious gift -- you light the 

Menorah”. 
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The Rabbis are telling us something very profound. The truest, the most precious 

gift is not the financial or material one. It is the gift of dedicated service. Money is 

important but more important are dedicated workers. Workers, who by their devotion and 

understanding, will draw the organization together and make it shine with one light so 

that it will not be in constant danger of being torn apart by one individual’s or one 

clique’s ambition or pettiness. Unfortunately there are many who either feel that all they 

can give is money or who feel that because they can’t give large sums of money they 

can’t participate, or who feel that because they give so much money they should have all 

the say. All these attitudes are wrong, this commandment of the Menorah tells us. The 

light of Judaism can only shine when everyone is allowed to play his part and all are 

working together. 
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Shlach 

The difference between sight and vision 

Why is it that may times people who have great qualities and even great wealth 

become pessimistic and downhearted and overcome by inertia while others who really 

have lesser talents and almost no resources rise to the occasion and do wonders? Two 

people can see the same thing; one will become exhilarated and ready to cope with the 

challenge at hand while the other will become frightened and become full of despair, 

cringing before the sight which he has seen. 

There is really, to our eye, no objective criteria. Two people can look at the same 

facts and one can come away with an optimistic view and another a pessimistic view. We 

see not only the world but what is in our mind. We not only perceive things but we also 

interpret them. An Indian will look at a hill and see a hunting ground, a lumberman will 

see a forest, a miner the minerals, a developer a subdivision, etc. 

In the Torah portion, Shlach, we learn about the spies which Moshe sent to spy 

out the land. Ten of them came back with a bad report and only two with a good report. 

The ten spies didn’t lie. They reported faithfully that Canaan was well fortified and the 

people who inhabited it veritable giants. They saw but they had no vision. They 

interpreted what they saw in the wrong way. 

Joshua, years later, also sent spies but he disguised his spies as pottery salesmen. 

Pottery had different rules, according to Jewish law, from all other types of vessels. All 

vessels except earthenware vessels can become ritually impure either on their outside or 

inside. This is because they have intrinsic value. They can be melted down and used for 

other things. Earthenware vessels, on the other hand, can only become impure on the 

inside through their contents. Their only value is that they serve as containers for other 

substances. 

Joshua, by sending his spies as potters, wanted to stress to them the important 

lesson that all clay vessels including human beings derive their value from what’s inside 

them not from what’s outside them. The Rabbis say that the reason ten of the twelve spies 

that Moses sent erred was because they, after looking at the land, knew that they could 

not serve as the leaders of the Jewish people to conquer it. 

They did not have the qualifications. They did not have the ability to conquer the 

land, and since they did not have the ability and they did not have the qualifications to 

conquer the land they felt no one else could or should do it either. They looked at 

themselves and said that if the Jewish people go into the land of Canaan they will need 

new leaders and then what will they do? They didn’t realize that their worth doesn’t flow 

from their jobs, but it flows from themselves, from their inner being. They felt inferior to 

the task at hand so, therefore, they didn’t want the task done. 

This, I believe, too, explains why God was so angry at the Jewish people for 

listening to the report of the spies. After all, He didn’t cause them to wander in the desert 
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for forty years after they worshipped the Golden Calf. This punishment of wandering in 

the desert was given them only when they recoiled from entering Canaan, from the 

challenge their generation was given. They were punished only after they lost confidence 

in themselves. They had allowed themselves to feel that they weren’t worthy of the task 

at hand, and so they were forced to wander in the wilderness till they died! 

Things are never as they seem. We all realize this. That’s why I believe detective 

stories are so popular. The most obvious suspect is not usually the guilty one. In this 

same Torah portion we learn about the laws of Tzitzis. On a big tallis it is not the fancy 

piece of cloth or the silver trim which is crucial but the strings hanging around the fringe. 

It’s not the way things appear right now that counts but the vision we have of what they 

can be and that vision is locked inside each of us. 

We do not fail in life or fall into despair primarily because of external facts but 

because we lose our inner vision. Sometimes we lose our inner vision because we do not 

want to struggle to be the new person or leader the new times demand. Sometimes we 

lose our inner vision because we want to be selfish, and sometimes we lose our inner 

vision because we foolishly think that we can stand still when everything else moves. 

The difference between sight and vision is the difference between knowing and 

understanding, between hope and despair. Sight alone blinds us. It can only lead to a long 

wandering in the wilderness. Vision leads to fulfillment, to new vistas, to endless hope. 

May we all be blessed with vision. May we all not only see clearly with our outer eye but 

also with our inner eye so that we will be able to rise to every challenge and thus find 

fulfillment and never be overcome by either inertia or despair. 

Are you spiritually dead or alive? 

In this week’s Torah portion, Shlach, we learn about the incident of the spies. We 

learn how the Jewish people sent twelve spies into the land of Canaan to report back to 

them about the conditions then prevailing in the land, and how ten of the twelve spies, 

although acknowledging the goodness and richness of the land, despaired of ever being 

able to conquer it. They felt that the task ahead of them was hopeless. The people agreed 

with them and panic seized them. They were overwhelmed with self-pity and wanted to 

turn around and go back to Egypt. 

God became very angry with them and doomed the entire generation to die in the 

wilderness. They did not deserve to enter the promised land. 

Why did God get so angry? Why was their punishment so severe? Was this 

offense really so grave? 

Earlier the Jewish people had rebelled not just against one of God’s commands 

but against God himself, by putting up a golden calf and yet He hadn’t punished them so 

severely. Now they are frightened. And we know that it is a principle of Jewish law that 

God holds no one responsible for words uttered in distress. Why then was God so harsh 

with the people? It seems to me that the answer to this question lies in their attitude of 

despair or hopelessness. Just the opposite, they thought they deserved better. Despair is 
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the worst of all feelings because it robs us of our capacity to change and achieve. It truly 

marks us for a spiritual, if not a physical death. It stops us from actively participating in 

making this world a better place in which to live. After all, what’s the use, we’ll fail 

anyway. Unfortunately, in our day this view is all too common. Have you stopped trying? 

Are you spiritually alive or are you already spiritually dead? 
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Korach 

Perfection or the pursuit of perfection 

How often have I heard people say, “Why should I try? It is not going to help 

anyway” or “I cannot get anything right”, or “If something is not perfect, I do not want to 

do it”. This type of attitude can only lead to despair. In life, ultimately, we are all losers. 

Everyone of us eventually gets sick and dies. There are no ultimate winners in life. 

This applies within life, too. After a while a star athlete’s prowess deteriorates and 

he can no longer run or throw as he used to. In business there are ups and downs. Those 

who are rich today are poor tommorrow. Everyone has quirks. No one is perfect. This 

means that there are no perfect relationships. Perfection is something we can’t attain in 

this life. We should all strive for it but we can’t attain it. This mean, also, that there is no 

such thing as perfect solutions to our problems. The best that we can all achieve are 

partial solutions. This fact, though, should not cause us to despair or give up. Judaism 

recognizes the fact that there is no such thing as perfect solutions but it says that partial 

solutions are worthwhile. Sure, all of us are eventually going to die but this does not 

mean that we should not preserve our health and stay alive as long as possible. Sure, there 

are no perfect relationships but this does not mean that we should not get married and 

have a family. It’s true that man ultimately remains alone but this does not mean that a 

spouse and family cannot ameliorate one’s loneliness and make it tolerable. 

One of the worst heresies is to believe that things can be perfect and have to be 

perfect. This is one of the greatest deadeners of the human soul. Anyone who has such 

expectations can only be crushed by life. This does not mean that we should not strive for 

perfection. We just should not be surprised if we do not achieve it. We Jews have always 

been a very critical people. We always judge ourselves by perfection but we have, also, 

always said that we have to always appreciate what we have achieved and be grateful to 

all those who have helped us even though they could have done more. A sense of 

gratitude is one of the essential ingredients, according to Judaism, of a religious 

personality. We should always look and be grateful for what a person has done and not 

chastise and berate him for what he has not done. Many people have the terrible fault of 

not recognizing the 90 or 95% that a person has done but, instead, are always 

concentrating on the 5% he has not done. 

In the Torah portion, Korach, we have many of these ideas set out. Korach leads a 

great rebellion against Moshe. His rallying cry is “You take too much upon yourself 

seeing that all the congregation are holy” or as Korach’s co-ringleaders, Dosan and 

Avirom, said “Is it a small thing that you brought us up out of a land flowing with milk 

and honey to kill us in the wilderness? Moreover, you have not brought us to a land”. In 

other words, Moshe was being berated because he was a failure. He, at best, only 

partially succeeded. He had brought the people out of Egypt but he had not brought them 

to the land of Israel. It did not matter that it was not his fault but the people’s fault that he 

had failed. They had refused to go into the land when the spies had brought back a bad 

report. Korach and Dosan and Avirom stirred up the people against Moshe by claiming 
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that even though he was partially successful, he was a failure and it did not make any 

difference why he was a failure. The people were holy. They deserved the best. 

What’s more, they were angered because Aaron was appointed High Priest. 

Korach, who really wanted that position for himself, protested how could Aaron be 

appointed? He had participated in the sin of the Golden Calf. He was not perfect. Korach 

was joined by 250 elders of the congregation who, too, were swept along by this rallying 

cry of perfection. In reality, they were ambitious and wanted position so they succumbed 

to Korach’s method of finding fault so that they could be proved better fit to lead. Korach 

had successfully played on their and the people’s yearning for perfection. The word 

“Korach” in Hebrew also has another connotation, to be a loser either way. When one is 

only satisfied with perfection he is always a loser. The story is told in the Midrash about a 

man who had two wives. The young one plucked out his white hair and the old one 

plucked out all his black hair till he was left completely bald. Their efforts left him much 

worse than before. 

This attitude of never being grateful for what we have and of always complaining 

because things are not perfect can only lead to disaster. Korach, Dosan and Avirom were 

swallowed up by the earth and the 250 elders were burned by their own ambition. Korach 

thought that by his unfair criticisms he would rise to a higher position. Instead, he sunk 

lower and lower until he perished. One of the major reasons that I see for the rapid 

increase in the divorce rate among our young people is that they are looking for 

perfection. They don’t realize that there are no perfect relationships. One has to look at 

what one has and be grateful for the 85, 90, or 95% that is right and stop carping about 

the 5, 10, or 15% that is not right. So many people complain about what they have only to 

find out later on that they have to be satisfied with relationships that are only 70, 50, or 

40%. 

Even after Korach’s rebellion, the people did not understand this. They still could 

not understand what was wrong with Korach’s rebellion, with expecting perfection. 

Moshe then had each of the tribes take a staff and place it along with Aaron’s in the 

Tabernacle. The next morning all their staffs were barren but Aaron’s had blossomed and 

had born almonds. The Hebrew word for almond, “Shaked”, means also to persevere. 

Aaron was not perfect but he was a man who persevered, who tried his best. He learned 

from his experiences and he tried sincerely and with honesty, his partial solutions were 

worth something. 

The others only criticized because things were not perfect. They accomplished 

nothing. Their staffs produced nothing. The Hebrew word for staff, “Mateh”, also means 

to go down. Their constant failure to recognize partial solutions led them to even make 

things worse. Aaron was a man who realized the importance of trying and who realized 

that partial solutions can change the character of a person’s life and make it flower. Let 

none of us despair because every solution has something wrong with it but let us, instead, 

try to choose the solutions which are the least harmful and continue to work to make our 

life and our community better even if we can never make it perfect. 
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Is your development up or down? 

In the Torah portion, Korach, which we will read this Shabbos, we learn about the 

rebellion of Korach, Dosan and Avirom, and two hundred and fifty princes of Israel 

against the leadership of Moses. At the conclusion of the revolt the Torah says that a fire 

went forth and consumed the 250 princes but that Korach, Dosan and Avirom were 

swallowed up by the earth. 

Why this difference? Why were the 250 princes punished differently from 

Korach, Dosan, and Avirom? Our Rabbis explain that the 250 princes were motivated to 

join the rebellion because of their ambition to obtain the Priesthood, but that Dosan and 

Avirom had no ambitions at all. They were only concerned with proving that they could 

do it. They just wanted to see whether or not they could lead a rebellion. They wanted to 

develop their hidden potentialities. They weren’t concerned with feelings of right or 

wrong, morality, issues; they just wanted to develop their capabilities to the fullest. The 

250 princes died through the medium of fire. They let their passions burn them up. Dosan 

and Avirom, on the other hand, had no consuming passion. Their only concern was to 

develop their sensitivities, their hidden capabilities to the fullest. Because of this, they 

began to sink lower and lower until they could no longer pull themselves up and they 

perished. They failed to realize that not all man’s potentialities are for the good; that man 

can, under certain circumstances, become brutish, cruel, insensitive and do all sorts of 

things that normally would revolt him; that man can sink as well as rise. Man does not 

stand at the base of some ladder with only one direction to all his achievements. He 

stands in the middle of the ladder and depending upon himself and his own direction, he 

can go up or down. He can develop or sensitize himself in either direction. Many people 

do not realize this. Self development does not always lead upwards. 

What is your life’s goal? 

Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the Torah portion Korach. In this Torah 

portion we learn about the great rebellion of Korach and his followers against the 

authority of Moshe and Aaron; a rebellion which ended when Korach, Dosan and Avirom 

were swallowed up by the earth and the rest of his followers were consumed by fire. 

What though was the matter with Korach’s claims? After all his rallying cry “All the 

Congregation is holy ... Why do you lift yourself above the assembly of the Lord,” seems 

fair enough. Korach chaffed at Moshe’s leadership. He proclaimed that all the people 

were holy. Everyone was as good as everyone else. What’s the matter with that? It seems 

to be a very democratic ideal. Perhaps the answer to this question can be found in the 

description of the way the earth swallowed up Korach and Dosan and Avirom. It says, 

“The earth opened her mouth and swallowed them and their houses”. Korach and his 

followers were not espousing democratic ideals out of the love for others. They were 

doing so because they did not want to help or take care of others. All they were interested 

in were their own houses, in their own enrichment, in their own possessions. Everyone is 

holy meant to them that everyone should look out for themselves. Everyone could make 

it and if they didn’t, too bad. It’s not my responsibility. Even the name Korach in Hebrew 

has this meaning. It means icy, cold or bald. Korach had no interest in warning others, in 

helping them. All he cared about was himself. His philosophy, at first glance, seems very 
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appealing, especially to those who’ve made it. But it can only lead to disaster. Each of us 

cannot have secure houses if the world around us is sinking. Unfortunately, in our day 

this lesson is being forgotten. The main concern of a great many people is not how they 

can become better people but how they can live a selfish life without feeling guilty. Our 

concern has become that of Korach’s and not Moshe’s. Unfortunately, this can only lead 

to destruction. What is your life’s goal? Is your goal how to lead the selfish life without 

feeling guilty or is it rather how to lead the concerned life? I hope that you are a follower 

of Moshe and not Korach. Who’s your leader? 

Are you neutral? 

In the Sedra, Korach, which we will read in Shul this Shabbos a curious incident 

is recorded. This Sedra deals with the rebellion of the Levite Korach, Moses’ cousin, and 

the Reubenites Dosan and Avirom. They openly challenge the leadership of Moses and 

Aaron and try through all sorts of demagogic tricks to set the people against them. They 

are immediately joined by 250 elders of the community who dispute the right of Aaron’s 

family to be the sole priests in the nation and claim the right for themselves. The whole 

Congregation of Israel gathers in front of the Tabernacle to witness the battle between 

Moses and Korach. From the text it is clear that the Congregation, itself, does not take 

any part at all in the revolt. They just have come to see who is going to win. Suddenly the 

glory of God descends and God speaks to Moses, “Separate yourselves from among this 

Congregation that I may consume them in a moment.” Moses and Aaron immediately fall 

on their faces and say, “O God The God of the spirits of all flesh, shall one man sin and 

wilt Thou be wroth with all the Congregation.” God then speaks again to Moses, “Speak 

unto the Congregation saying `Get you up from the dwelling of Korach, Dosan, and 

Avirom’.” This is a very puzzling episode. Why did God first want to destroy the 

congregation and then change his mind? Why did getting away from the dwellings of 

Korach, Dosan, and Avirom save them? Some of our commentators are so puzzled by 

this episode that they say that Moses misinterpreted God’s original command. They say 

that when God first said He was going to destroy the Congregation He was only referring 

to Korach and the 250 elders who wanted to be priests. Moses interpreted this to mean 

the whole Congregation. This, though, doesn’t make sense. Why then did God tell Moses 

to tell the entire Congregation to get away from the dwellings of Korach, Dosan and 

Avirom? 

The best interpretation of this episode, to my mind, is the one given by the 

Malbim. According to the Malbim, God really at first wanted to destroy the entire Jewish 

people. The entire Congregation was guilty of a terrible sin. they had committed the sin 

of fence-straddling, the sin of indifference. True, they hadn’t supported Korach, but they 

hadn’t opposed him either. They had adopted a wait and see attitude. (It, after all, wasn’t 

their business to pass moral judgments.) If Moses should win, well and good, they’d 

continue to work with him. If Korach should win, well and good, they’d work with him. 

They were guilty of not opposing what they knew to be wrong. They saw their 

community being threatened but they didn’t want to get involved. For this God wanted to 

destroy them - for condoning evil. Moses protested though, claiming, “But God, they 

haven’t done anything. Why should you punish them?” To which God replied, “That’s 

the trouble. They haven’t done anything. If they want to be saved let them actively 
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disassociate themselves from the evil about them. Let them get up from about the tents of 

Korach, Dosan, and Avirom.” In other words, it is not enough their doing nothing, they 

must do something to show they oppose evil. Unfortunately, how many people do we 

have in our community who are repeating this same sin? How many people do we have 

who see many things wrong in our Jewish community and do not take steps in any way to 

combat them or disassociate themselves from them? Let us remember that the sin of 

doing nothing is many times the greatest sin of all. 
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Chukas 

Is there such a thing as continuous personal growth? 

One of the major myths of our generation is the belief in the inevitable progress of 

each individual if he will only apply himself. Nothing can stand in the way of the will of 

a dedicated human being. This belief has been engendered and fueled by the educational 

environment in which we have all been raised. If a person studies hard and does his 

homework he will graduate from the first grade to the second grade. If he does his 

homework in the second grade he will move on to the third grade. There is always a 

corresponding reward for all effort. This, unfortunately, is just not true. 

Life is not perfect. So many things do not always turn out the way we want them 

to turn out. There are so many variables in life. Sometimes people concentrate on one 

thing to the exclusion of all else and they make terrible errors even though their 

intentions are good. We live in an imperfect world. What we have to learn is how to look 

at all aspects of life simultaneously in order to make sure that what we are doing is 

humane, just, and compassionate. 

According to Judaism, there are two different kinds of evil in the world. There is 

physical evil and moral evil. Moral evil concerns the evil that we do to each other, 

stealing, slandering, lying, etc. Physical evil relates to the world, itself. Even if we would 

all go around with halos on our head and never harm another individual this evil would 

still exist. The very basis of the animal world is physical violence. How does one animal 

live? By eating another. We have the ravages of time, suffering, pain, storms, hurricanes, 

and death, itself. These are all evils which would still exist even if we were all morally 

pure. 

We, also, have frustration. Man is limited. If he lives in Seattle he cannot live in 

Houston. If he lives in Houston he cannot live in Florida. If he is a practicing lawyer he 

cannot be a practicing doctor. Most decisions we make in life are 50.5% for and 49.5% 

against. We are lucky if we get a decision which is 60-40. Life would be difficult even if 

we would all be morally perfect. The prime Jewish view is that after we end all the moral 

evil we can, God will send the Messiah who will end all physical evil. There is a limit to 

what we human beings unaided can do. 

In the Torah portion, Chukas, we have many of these ideas enunciated and 

illuminated. We have set out the rules of the red heifer. The ashes of the red heifer were 

mixed with water and sprinkled on all those who wished to enter the Temple. If a person 

became ritually impure he had to go through a purification ceremony before he could 

enter the Temple. There were two types of ritual impurity. One type dealt with coming 

into contact with the carcasses of detestable creatures like rodents or personal diseases 

which resulted in flows, and the second type dealt with coming into contact with human 

death. 

These two types of ritual impurity were treated differently. In the case of the first 

type which dealt primarily with the ugliness of the world, all a person had to do was 
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immerse in a mikvah. However, for the second type of impurity, human death, it was not 

enough just to immerse in the mikvah. A person had to be sprinkled with the water and 

ashes of the red heifer by another person. 

Ritual impurity speaks to the psychological state of man. There are certain things 

in life that we can correct and which we should correct. This was typified by the first type 

of ritual impurity. When we see ugliness, when we see decay we should transform it. We 

have within ourselves the necessary resources to overcome ugliness. That’s why we go 

into the mikvah ourselves, unaided. We have within ourselves the power to build and to 

rehabilitate, the power to remake the world. 

We do this by hard work and also, the Rabbis teach us, by learning Torah because 

water (which, of course, the mikvah is composed of) is used in Judaism as a symbol for 

the Torah. If we learn to have a positive hopeful attitude, if we learn to act morally and 

correctly and if we learn the necessary skills we can overcome much of the ugliness of 

the world. 

However, when it comes to human death, suffering, frustration, etc. the physical 

evils of which I wrote about earlier, it becomes impossible to overcome them unaided. 

We need warm loving relationships. We cannot overcome these problems alone. That’s 

why Judaism stresses family so much. Without it man has a hard time in this world. 

This idea is stressed in this Torah portion in many ways. Moshe Rabbeinu, when 

he separated himself from the people, by calling them rebels, himself sinned by striking 

the rock. And after Aaron, who was the personification of family reconciliation, died the 

people were overcome by a plague of snakes. In Judaism we do not believe you can 

overcome the world and its problems by study alone or by becoming a hermit, even 

though study is a most praiseworthy activity. You must be connected to family and 

friends in order to be able to live a life which will allow you to live with the evils of this 

world and to remain a sensitive, kind, compassionate human being. 

There is no such thing as automatic personal growth. It can’t come from self 

effort alone. It can come only by being attached to both family and Torah. With the decay 

of the Jewish family and Torah study everyone can see the terrible results which have 

happened to individual Jews no matter what their degrees or skills. In order to handle life 

we need Torah and family. With these two together we can with God’s help overcome 

everything. 
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Balak 

The different levels of communication 

Communication is a vital process. Without it no relationships can be formed, no 

institutions built, and no society function. The ability to communicate is the indispensable 

element in any type of human relationship. Unfortunately, especially in our day and age, 

many people do not know how to communicate, or if they communicate, they 

communicate false or misleading information. 

Many people think that communication is a product of education, that the more 

educated a person is, the better he or she will be able to communicate. This is not 

necessarily so. Communication has to do with many factors. Common goals, common 

aspirations, and a common sense of morality are also essential if we are to communicate. 

Words can be used to give false impressions as well as to communicate true feelings and 

honest facts. 

In the Torah portion, Balak, we deal with the problem of communication. Balak, 

the king of Moab, sees that he cannot defeat the Jewish people on the battlefield so he 

seeks out a reknowned soothsayer named Balaam to defeat the Jewish people by words. 

Balaam is highly skilled in the use of words. His curses become self-fulfilling. He knows 

how to communicate misinformation and innuendo clothed in some semblance of truth. 

His communications can dispel unity, create dissension, and destroy people. 

Balak knows this and summons Balaam offering him large sums of money. God 

does not want him to go but Balaam convinces himself that he should. His own donkey, 

according to the Biblical narrative, can see that what he is about to do is wrong, but 

Balaam, the cleverest of men, whom the Rabbis say was as great a prophet as Moshe, can 

not perceive that what he wants to do is wrong. Balaam is set upon destroying a people 

with words. He will destroy their will, their cohesiveness, he will end up pitting one 

against another. How will he do this? He will mix up their levels of communication. 

The Torah says that Balaam tried three times to curse the Jewish people from 

three different vantage points. He knew something that many of us fail to realize today. 

We all communicate on three different levels simultaneously. We communicate what we 

are. We also communicate what we expect to be, and we also communicate our fantasies. 

We exist simultaneously on three different levels. 

Balaam first ascended to the Bamos Baal, to the stage of man as he is, to the stage 

of man as he has mastered reality. Later on it says that he went to our second level of 

communication, to the Sdaih Tzofim, to the field of Tzofim or the field of our 

expectations. Finally he came to the Rosh Peor, to the third level of communication, to 

the heights of our fantasies, to the heights of our self-uncovering. Balaam knew that the 

best way to destroy any type of relationship is to mix up the levels of communication. 

Unless we keep our levels of communication straight, we will mislead ourselves and 

others and destroy all our relationships. 
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Many marriages fail because the partners mix up their levels of communication. 

Mixing up our levels of communication can only lead to disastrous results. Many times, 

because we want to be something we aren’t, we expect to be dealt with in ways we don’t 

deserve and then we become angry when we aren’t treated as we expect. Many times we 

let our fantasies come to the fore and then become disappointed when our fantasies 

cannot be reconciled with reality. We let our fantasies mislead and distort us. 

In our modern day and age this is a severe problem because so many parts of our 

society are playing fast and loose with our fantasies. They are treating our fantasies as if 

they are reality and they claim that if we’ll only use this toothbrush or that haircream, all 

our fantasies will come true. Also, many others of us have such inflated expectations. We 

expect too much from those around us, from our spouses, from our children, from our 

leaders, while at the same time expecting little from ourselves. This makes us wide open 

to believe scorching criticism and innuendos directed against our friends, our families, 

and our leaders. 

We cannot sort out the difference between reality, between our expectations, and 

between our fantasies. Communication becomes impossible because people are no longer 

communicating on the same level. One person speaks of the mundane matters of life or 

reality, while the other speaks of his or her fantasies. Marriages break up, institutions 

crumble, not because people don’t talk to each other, but because they haven’t sorted out 

on what level they want to communicate. 

It’s fun to talk about fantasies, dreams, as long as we realize that they are 

fantasies and dreams. It’s good to express expectations, as long as we realize that our 

hopes and expectations can never fully be realized and that also others, too, expect things 

from us. If we would all achieve our expectations this would be a perfect world. We can 

never fully fulfill our expectations and no individual or institution can fully fulfill all our 

expectations all the time. 

We must learn to live on all three levels, on the level of reality, on the level of 

expectations, and on the level of fantasies. We just dare not mix them up. If we do we are 

lost. Balaam failed in his effort to destroy the Jewish people by his words because they 

had not mixed up either their expectations or their fantasies with reality. He was forced 

instead to bless them. 

May we all also always never mix up our levels of communications, and may we, 

too, be blessed so that all our words will only strengthen and not divide us. 
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Pinchas 

What makes a good leader? 

What makes a good leader? So many people tell me, “But Rabbi, you know that I 

would be willing to help but I just cannot take the responsibility myself, I do not have the 

qualifications, the charisma, the brilliance, etc.” In most instances these people are 

wrong. Leadership in Judaism is not a mystical thing. In fact, according to Judaism some 

of the most dynamic brilliant people make the poorest leaders. 

We have always been a democratic society, always electing our leaders. The 

Talmud teaches us that no Rabbi can serve a community unless he has been elected by its 

people. In the Torah portion, Pinchas, we learn about the requirements for leadership. Six 

times in the Torah is a Torah portion named after an individual. The Rabbis teach us that 

each time there was something amiss in these people which caused them to be unfit for 

leadership. Pinchas, Noah, Chayai Sarah, Yisro, Korach, and Balak are the six Torah 

portions named after people. Noah was concerned only about saving himself, and, 

therefore, forfeited leadership. Sarah’s jealousy of Hagar hurt her reputation. Yisro was a 

good man but he could not stay with something very long. He even wanted to leave the 

Jewish people after he had joined them. Korach was overly ambitious and, of course, 

Balak was an enemy of our people who would use any means to destroy us including 

seduction. Notice that there are no Torah portions named after Avrohm or Moshe. 

Pinchas was a brilliant man. According to the Midrash, originally Moshe thought 

that Pinchas would succeed him. Pinchas, however, was a zealot. He took matters into his 

own hands. It is true that through his quick action he caused the Jewish people to stop 

worshipping idols, before God punished them. He took the law into his own hands by 

killing Kosbi and Zimri, who were carrying on lewd pagan fertility rites in front of the 

Tabernacle. According to the Torah, God had to personally intervene by giving Pinchas 

His blessings of peace otherwise he would have been punished for taking the law into his 

own hands. Pinchas had charisma and knowledge but he could only see things in terms of 

all good or all bad. You cannot be like that and be a successful leader. In most instances 

there is some good and some bad on all sides. This was the problem with the other people 

for whom Torah portions were named. They, too, looked at the world and the people in it 

as either all good or all bad, but this is not the way, according to Judaism, we are to judge 

people. So often I hear people complain bitterly about this person or that person painting 

them in the worst colors without ever giving them credit for the good things they have 

done. 

Joshua was chosen to be the leader of the Jewish people instead of Pinchas. This 

choice, at first glance, seems strange since Joshua is described as a servant of Moshe. He 

did not seem to have the charisma that we normally associate with a leader. According to 

Judaism a good leader is not one that necessarily shines and is brilliant but is one who 

can bring out the best in others or, as the Torah describes it, “one who will lead them out 

and bring them in”. Moshe, when he asks God to appoint a new leader, states explicitly 

this quality when he says (appealing to God) “You are the God of the spirits of all flesh”. 

Or as the Midrash says, Moshe prayed, “Sovereign of the universe Thou knowest the 
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minds of all men and how the mind of one man differs from that of another, appoint over 

them a leader who will be able to bear with the differing minds of every one of Thy 

children”. In other words, choose a leader who is able to bring out the best in others. If a 

leader brings out the worst in others by polarizing the community he has not done the job. 

We can see this same principle applied today in sports. Very rarely do you find a baseball 

manager or a football coach who, himself, was a star player. The reason why managers or 

coaches are successful is not because they were brilliant players (most weren’t), but 

because they know how to bring out the best in others. 

A successful leader must also have goals and set standards. He teaches by 

example, not by ranting and raving. He must, as the Torah says, “go out before them and 

come in before them”. He must do what he thinks is right not always looking at what the 

polls are saying. The Torah describes the pre-Messianic era as an era that is led by a dog. 

What does this mean? When a dog and its master go out for a walk the dog usually runs 

ahead. It appears that the dog is leading the man but every once in a while the dog looks 

back to see which way he should go. Unfortunately, there are many leaders who do not 

lead. They just look back every once in a while to see which direction those that they are 

supposed to lead want them to go. 

Joshua is also known as Joshua Bin Nun. Nun is the name of a Hebrew letter. It 

starts out straight, it bends a little in the middle, and ends up straight. A leader must many 

times tolerate the foibles and the errors of the people he leads. There is a big difference, 

though, between toleration and approval. The word tolerate in English comes from the 

Latin word “to bear”. Many times a leader has to bear with many problems until he is 

eventually able to solve them. He must, though, never confuse tolerance with approval. 

Many people think tolerance and approval are the same thing and, therefore, they become 

like Pinchas, zealots, who cannot lead because they always divide and never unite people. 

The last quality which is necessary for leadership is the ability to treat people 

equally without reference to their past; never to divide people into the all good and the all 

bad, never to polarize the people so that they are at each other’s throats. We also learn 

this in this Torah portion. The daughters of Zelophehad approached Moshe asking if they 

could have their father’s inheritance in the land of Israel. Zelophehad had been a 

convicted criminal who had been executed for his offense. He had left no sons only 

daughters. Moshe consulted with God and ,the answer was yes. The issue here was not if 

daughters could ‘inherit. Moshe knew the answer to that. The issue was whether 

Zelophehad’s daughters should be branded as outcasts because of their father’s sin. The 

answer was a resounding no. They were to inherit the land even though their father had 

violated Jewish religious principles. We are not to create divisions among the people by 

holier-than-thou attitudes. 

Pinchas was not fit for leadership because he was not able to act with tolerance 

and understanding. He did not know the difference between tolerance and approval. He 

also did not know how to bring out the best in others. True, he set goals but the means he 

used to try to accomplish these goals only caused the people to go farther away from 

these goals rather than draw closer to them. Joshua was to be the leader of the Jewish 

people because his actions united them and did not divide them. He brought out the best 
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in them, he set standards, and he knew the difference between tolerance and approval. 

This is the type of leadership we always need. Charisma and brilliance may be nice but 

other things are far more important. 
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Mattos 

Do you mean what you say? 

One of the hardest things in life is to know what people mean. Many times people 

say one thing but mean another. There are all sorts of individuals in the world who, for 

reasons of their own, can never say what they mean. Some people always have to feel 

that they are right and good and if they want to do something which is selfish or 

unbecoming they fool themselves and pretend that what they are doing is kind and 

considerate when in reality it is not. Others cannot face the consequences of their actions 

so they clothe them in inappropriate words. Many of us live in a half real world of our 

own making. 

One of the most difficult things in life is to determine what a person means. This 

requires a great deal of insight into not only human nature but also into the current social 

norms, expressions, and ideas of propriety. 

Many people clothe their selfishness in righteous causes and high principles. 

Sometimes their causes are right and just and their principles worth defending, but their 

real motives are not these causes or principles but their own selfish desires. These selfish 

desires do shine through and they eventually entrap these individuals if we listen 

carefully. 

In the Torah portion, Mattos, which we will read in the Synagogue this Shabbos 

we learn about the two tribes of Gad and Reuben who came to Moshe Rabbeinu and 

asked that they not be made to cross over the Jordan but that they be given the land of 

Transjordan which Israel had recently conquered from the King of Bashan and the King 

of the Amorites. They said that they had many cattle and the land was good for cattle. 

Moshe immediately lashed out at them and called them a brood of sinful men who 

wished to remain behind while their brothers were going to fight in the land of Canaan 

for their inheritance. The tribes of Reuben and Gad protested and said that they would 

build pens for their cattle and cities for their little ones and that they would go and fight 

for their brothers until their brothers had received their inheritance in the land of Canaan, 

but that they wanted their inheritance in the land of Transjordan. Moshe then relented and 

said that if they would lead the other tribes in battle he would accept their request for 

settling in Transjordan. 

The question could be asked, why didn’t Moshe apologize to the tribes of Reuben 

and Gad after he had so castigated them, after he had misconstrued their motives? Hadn’t 

Moshe misinterpreted what they had said? Shouldn’t he have let them explain? They had 

said “Do not make us pass over the Jordan.” Didn’t they mean we will pass over to fight 

but do not make us pass over to take our portion in the land of Canaan? 

Moshe knew better. He knew what they really meant. They meant that if you do 

not protest we will stay here and let you do the fighting, but if you protest we will 

volunteer to fight. But more than this, Moshe recognized fully the true import of their 
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words. Why did they wish to live in Transjordan? They wished to live in Transjordan 

because it agreed with their cattle. The most important thing for them was to find good 

land for their cattle. Whether they lived elevated fully human lives or whether their 

children received the proper education or had the proper environment was not important 

to them. What was important to them was that their cattle should grow fat and they 

become rich. 

Even when they protested to Moshe and said, “We will build sheepfolds for our 

cattle and cities for our little ones”, they put their cattle again before their children. To 

them getting rich was more important that their family or their children and surely the 

welfare of the other tribes. Wealth, though, without a spiritual base has no meaning and 

will quickly be lost. The tribes of Reuben and Gad were the first to perish and disappear 

from history. 

The Midrash even goes further by extending this principle to all of life’s gifts. 

The Midrash states that there are three main gifts in the world; wisdom, strength, and 

wealth, but all three of them will count for nothing if they are not undergirded by a strong 

sense of morality and a spiritual base. The two wisest men of biblical times, Balaam and 

Ahithophel, divorced wisdom from morality and eventually met violent deaths. We all 

know what happened to the mighty men, Samson and Goliath, who thought strength was 

everything. The richest men of ancient times according to our tradition, Korach and 

Haman, also were misled by their wealth and met violent deaths. 

The future can only be secured by people who have the necessary religious depth 

to handle their material resources. The tribes of Reuben and Gad did not have this depth. 

Moshe knew what they meant. Their words showed that they were shallow. Only if they 

developed religious depth by learning to help others could they survive at all. 

Sometimes reality is so harsh and cruel, we have to cover it with words. This 

perhaps, is understandable. But when people use words to hide their selfishness this is 

inexcusable and does everyone harm, especially those who clothe their selfishness in 

them. Our ideals become tarnished and people become disgusted. We should mean what 

we say when we invoke righteous causes and high principles. People should not use 

ideals to protect their strength and wealth or their professional wisdom. Ideas and ideals 

are what allows us to live with hope and to persevere and to overcome. We all need our 

ideals and principles to live meaningful, humane, hopeful lives. May we all always make 

truth, loyalty, friendship, family, and honesty living realities in all our lives. 
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Massey 

Does Judaism provide peace of mind? 

Many people have come to me and said, “Rabbi, what I expect from religion is 

peace of mind, what I expect is that my religion will cause me to be at peace with myself 

and with my surroundings and will assure that I will have no more anxieties, and, what’s 

more, that’s what I expect of a Synagogue service, too. I expect to find in a Synagogue 

service peace and serenity, an uplifting other-worldly experience which will free me from 

all emotional turmoil and care”. These people may believe that this is the function of 

religion or religious services but this is not Judaism’s concept of religion or religious 

services. The Jewish religion does not offer peace of mind and does not even claim that 

peace of mind is something worth striving for. 

Other religions may strive in their religious services to transport man to a 

heavenly setting. We try the exact opposite. We try to bring God down to earth. That’s 

why aesthetics have never been a major concern of Jewish worship. Aesthetics are meant 

to influence the worshipper from the outside, to take the worshipper from where he is and 

to transport him to a different realm which will then leave its impress on him when he 

descends back down to earthly concerns. Jewish worship has been concerned with man in 

the midst of his earthly human concerns, and strives to influence the worshipper from the 

inside, from where he is. It does not try to transport man up to heaven. What it tries to do 

is to bring God down to earth. It tries to say that we can sanctify even our weaknesses, 

that God is with us even in our troubles as long as we strive to lead the moral life. It does 

not try to remove our humanity from us. It, instead, tries to impress upon us that in spite 

of our troubles and because, and only because, we are human we serve God and do great 

things. In other words, we do not try to escape our human condition, but we say that it is 

because of our human condition that God wants and needs us as His junior partner in 

creation. 

Judaism does not try to escape the world. It tries to sanctify it. Because we are in 

this world, we are going to be met with inevitable frustration and pain but this should not 

deter us. It should not cause us to despair and it should not cause us to lose hope. The 

purpose of religion, as we see it, is not to give us peace of mind but to allow us to be 

God’s partner in creation. Being creative is, in itself, very anxiety-producing. We are 

always trying to improve, to do better. If we have complete peace of mind, according to 

Judaism, something is the matter with us. We have failed religiously. 

Our religion should always make us feel a little uncomfortable. That’s why even 

though a Sefer Torah is our most precious object, it is not to be venerated. We do not 

worship it. Physical contact with a Torah will not purify us. In fact, the exact opposite is 

true. When a person touches a Sefer Torah he becomes ritually impure. Ritual impurity 

was a psychological state not a moral state. Any time we would touch the dead or come 

into contact with things that might depress us or cause us to lose hope, we became 

ritually unclean. The Torah, too, may make us feel uncomfortable because we know that 

we are not living up to everything written in it, but the Torah is supposed to make us feel 

uncomfortable. It is not supposed to give us peace of mind. It is supposed to give us 
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meaning and purpose and goals in this life. Peace of mind does not bring happiness, 

working for positive goals with others brings happiness. Jewish worship is, also, meant to 

stress the fact that we must be creative. Jewish prayer is not passive. Everybody says all 

the words of each prayer and the Cantor repeats just the last line. It, also, stresses that we 

live in this world surrounded by others, that we need them and that they need us. A 

Minyon is necessary for worship. Every Jew says every prayer himself, but the prayers of 

other around him strengthen and help him. 

Many of these thoughts are found in the Torah portion, Massey, which talks about 

the stages of the journey of the Jewish people from Egypt to Israel. It says, without going 

into great detail, “that they went from place to place”. It states, “and these are their 

Maasayhem L’Motzeayheem”, “their journeys according to their going forths”. We have 

here a redundant expression. It would have been sufficient to just say “according to their 

going forths” or “according to their journeys”, but the idea expressed here is that life, 

itself, is a journey. Nothing is static in life. We cannot have peace of mind. We cannot 

create islands of time and even of place. The winds blow and the storms come and 

nothing ever remains exactly the same. Our journey in life, though, should be marked by 

our going forths, by our endeavors to mold and shape the forces about us so that they will 

be beneficial and productive and produce a more balanced and better world. 

The Jewish religion’s primary concern is with balance, with synthesis. That’s why 

in every generation we need to have Halachic authorities and cannot rely wholly on the 

past. All life’s forces must be constantly evaluated. We have a living Torah. Precedent, 

per se, is not binding in Jewish law. That is the reason there is no conflict between 

science and religion. Science tries to analyze how everything works. Our religion strives 

to put everything together. Judaism is not primarily interested in how things are or were 

but what man should do now. New discoveries, new modes of life must always be taken 

into consideration and brought into the consensus. We are not Amish who reject 

electricity or automobiles, etc., but all new knowledge must be brought and applied 

within the Jewish framework. This requires effort and striving. We will never be finished 

with the job and we will never be able to achieve so-called peace of mind. Our religion 

calls for continuous creativity. 

During this month we will observe the fast of Shiva Oser B’Tamuz which 

commemorates the breaching of the walls of Jerusalem which culminated in the 

destruction of the Temple. It, also, commemorates the breaking of the first tablets of the 

Ten Commandments which were given to Moshe. Moshe had no difficulty breaking these 

tablets even though they were given to him by God because, intrinsically, they were of no 

value. Their only value lay in teaching people how to live. The people who worshipped 

the Golden Calf thought they could gain security and peace of mind by worshipping the 

Golden Calf. The Ten Commandments were not for them. The Ten Commandments can 

only be given to those who realize that what is necessary is a continual struggle to make 

this world a better place. It will not be easy and it will not be simple. It has its ups and 

downs. Jerusalem was destroyed, but it can be rebuilt and it is now being rebuilt. Jewish 

worship tells us that God will help us if we will help Him by trying to live good and 

moral lives. We are not supposed to ascend to heaven when we pray. We are supposed to 
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open our hearts so God can enter, so He can give us the strength to help Him make this a 

better world. Peace of mind is not for this world. Meaningful moral creativity is. 
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Devoreem 

Toleration or approval 

Many times people come to me and say, “Rabbi, I do not see why I cannot do 

anything I like as long as it does not hurt anybody else. If I want to take dope or if I want 

to get drunk or if I want to run around with other women, who is it hurting? It will only 

hurt me and if I want to hurt myself, that’s my business”. We cannot go along with this 

way of thinking. 

We believe that a person cannot do anything he likes to himself. God made us the 

custodians of our body and our talents. He gave them to us as a gift to help Him better the 

world. We cannot destroy them or ourselves needlessly, but even if we would believe that 

we are the complete masters of ourselves and our talents, it would not be possible for us 

to hurt only ourselves without hurting others. Drunks have more accidents and 

everybody’s insurance rates go up. Dope addicts need large amounts of money and crime 

rises dramatically. Broken homes increase the number of welfare recipients and taxes 

rise. Children from broken homes need much more counseling and psychological services 

and educational standards fall. The idea that “I can do anything that I want as long as it 

does not hurt anybody else” is false because everything we do affects others. If by our 

behavior we burden society with problems and costs which we should have shouldered 

and which others now must bear, then we are affecting others. 

This, though, poses a very different problem. How are we to treat people who 

choose not to shoulder their burdens? Do we approve, tolerate, leave alone, or punish 

such individuals? We cannot say in Judaism, as they did in certain ancient cultures, that if 

a person chooses to lead a certain life style, then we should leave him alone and he 

should bear all its consequences. If he wants to harm himself or his family, let him. We 

will not rescue him. We will not help him. We cannot do this because we believe that we 

are our brother’s keeper. If an individual yells for help even though he brought his 

problems on himself, we are still obligated to help him. What, though, should be the 

community’s stance toward individuals who violate its standards? The Torah has given us 

standards. How do we get people to uphold them? 

In Judaism, we believe that God rules the world. Therefore ultimately He will 

determine who is doing the right or the wrong thing. It is not our job to judge people. 

Judaism is, by nature, a tolerant religion. It is not our job to punish people. Very few 

offenses are actually punishable in Jewish law by a human court. All the punishments 

mentioned in the Bible are impossible to implement and are mainly statements of 

standards and priorities. We leave most of them to the heavenly court. Of course, courts 

of justice must be established to litigate disputes and make sure that violence is not 

rampant. Judaism enforces social discipline through the setting of community standards 

and by admiring and honoring only those who meet these standards. It tolerates everyone, 

but it only approves those who meet its standards. 

There is a big difference between tolerance and approval. In our modern world we 

have confused these two concepts. I might tolerate another person’s behavior which 
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means that I would not seek any criminal penalties against the individual, but it does not 

mean that I would approve this person’s actions. This confusion of tolerance and 

approval is widespread. Tolerance means that you let an individual exercise his free will 

but you do not praise or honor or respect any choice he makes. Approval means that you 

honor and respect and praise him for any choice he makes. In our modern world, we have 

a tendency to admire courage, strength, dedication, devotion, etc., irregardless of whether 

this devotion was to a good cause or a bad cause. Not all dedication is worthy of approval 

and praise. I might tolerate certain individuals, but I would never approve what they do. 

For example, we in Judaism tolerate homosexuals but we most certainly do not approve 

of what they do. We might tolerate drunks but we most certainly do not approve what 

they do, etc. 

In the Torah portion, Devoreem, which we always read before Tisha B’Av, we 

have a lesson in the distinction between tolerance and approval. In it we find the 

expression, “Aicho”, which means literally “how”. It is an expression of woe. We find 

the same expression in the Book of Isaiah where it says “How the city has become a 

harlot”. This same word, “Aicho”, begins Jeremiah’s Book of Lamentations which we 

read on Tisha B’Av, “How the city is desolate”. In all three places, a Jewish leader had to 

come to grips with the people’s laxity. He had either to approve, tolerate or castigate it. 

Moshe was dealing with people who wanted to do the right thing but their selfish desires 

clouded their objectivity. They thought they were upholding the Torah’s standards. They 

didn’t see the difference between the standards they were to uphold and the things they 

wanted to do. They had gotten confused. That’s why Moshe needed to be tolerant. The 

people meant to do well. They had special problems. Each one was interpreting his duties 

and obligations in his own way. Moshe did not approve what these people did but he 

could understand why they were doing it, and he was trying to help them back on the 

right path by teaching them, by talking with them and by encouraging them. They meant 

well. They caused a lot of trouble, though, and Moshe was getting tired. He needed help 

in contending with them. 

In the time of Isaiah, the problem was different. The people no longer felt that 

they were doing the right thing. The city had become a harlot. They knew that what they 

were doing was the wrong thing but they wanted to do it anyway. They did not fool 

themselves into thinking that what they were doing was right. They knew it was wrong. 

Isaiah’s task was to talk with them and to show them that they did not have to keep on 

this wrong path. They could do the right thing if they wanted to. They did not approve of 

what they were doing, and he did not approve of what they were doing. Isaiah’s task was 

to tolerate the people and to keep the ethical and moral religious standards of the Torah 

always before them. Even though they were not living up to them, the people should 

always know that these standards were still there. 

The third stage, the one which caused the destruction of the Temple, occurred in 

Jeremiah’s time. The people were doing the wrong thing but they wanted to say it was the 

right thing. They knew objectively that their standards were not the Torah’s standards, 

but they still wanted to say that they were the correct standards. Jeremiah says “How the 

city is desolate”. They wanted Jeremiah’s approval and the Torah’s approval for all the 

evil they were doing and if they could not get it, they would substitute their own 
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approval. They did not want to be tolerated. They wanted to be told that they were right. 

Jeremiah would not do it and he was persecuted. We must never give approval to things 

that are wrong even though we must always tolerate the individuals who are doing 

wrong, because only in this way can we show them how eventually to accept the correct 

standards. Tolerance and approval are not synonymous. 

The Torah teaches us that it is wrong to condemn people out of hand. Moshe 

Rabbeinu was only allowed to rebuke the Jewish people the day before he died and then 

only by hints. It is not our place to judge people. It is our place to uphold Jewish 

standards. Tolerance, though, does not mean that we approve of what others do. They can 

do what they want, but we do not have to tell them that what they are doing is right. In 

this day and age, it is very important that we maintain both tolerance and standards. 

There are some who wish to be completely intolerant because they are afraid that if they 

are tolerant they will be misinterpreted and their tolerance will be misconstrued as 

approval. There are others who want to approve everything. Both these stances are 

wrong. Judaism teaches us that there are standards in the world, and that we should 

uphold them. We are not supposed to approve immorality, unethical and irreligious acts. 

However, we must tolerate everyone. 
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V’Eschanan 

Man’s two aspects 

Why is it that many people who can handle theories and abstract concepts cannot 

handle other people? They are brilliant individuals who have a grasp of ideas and facts 

but when it comes to interpersonal relationships they fail. They have few friends or they 

do not know how to make friends. They seem to have something lacking in their makeup. 

In the Torah we have two stories of creation; one which speaks of man the 

conqueror, one whom God blesses and says unto “be fruitful and multiply and fill the 

earth and conquer it.” The other story speaks about the lonely man, about the seeking 

man who names all the animals but has no helpmate. Rabbi Soloveitchik interprets these 

two stories of creation to explain man’s dual nature which always seeks to achieve but to 

whom success alone is not enough. Man’s nature demands that he rid himself, also, of his 

existential loneliness. 

In order to rid himself of loneliness, man must not only learn how to succeed but 

how to be defeated. The trouble with many people is that they do not know how to be 

defeated. To be human means to lose. To be human means that we recognize our 

limitations, that we recognize that we can be wrong and that we are all weak and 

vulnerable. It is only through recognizing our limitations that we can relate to others. 

Man was given a divine imperative to conquer the earth, to subdue it, and to make it 

habitable, but he was also given a divine nature which does not allow him to enjoy the 

fruits of his success unless he has someone to share it with. 

What good is success if we have no one to bring it to? What good is beauty, 

poetry, and talent if we have no one to give it to? The trouble with our modern world is 

that in it only success is stressed, the development of the individual at all costs. This, 

unfortunately, is self-defeating. Success is hollow, so many people have found, unless 

there are those who will acknowledge that you are successful and who will take pride in 

your success and who will care about your success and to whom your success will bring 

joy. In our modern craving for achievement, we have forgotten this. 

In the Torah portion, V’Eschanan, we have recited for the second time the Ten 

Commandments. The Ten Commandments can roughly be divided into two parts. The 

first part is between God and man and the second between man and man. Those between 

man and God really speak to man’s desire for mastery. They say you should not bow 

down to any idols because they will pollute your mind and stop you from achieving 

God’s purpose. You will be filled with superstition and hate and false notions which will 

destroy the unity of the universe and which will not allow you to discover nature’s laws 

and benefits. Idolatry not only is immoral but it impedes man’s conquest of the universe. 

It will make him a perpetual prisoner of the stone age. 

We should not take God’s name in vain because it is not by evoking God’s name 

alone that we achieve progress but by helping ourselves. God helps those who help 

themselves. The Sabbath teaches us that we are not only man the creator but, also, man 
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the meditator, that we must pause in our endeavors if we are able to approach them with 

freshness. Honoring thy father and mother teaches us, too, that we must stand on the 

shoulders of the past if we are to make progress in the future. The Commandment of 

honoring thy father and mother belongs to both sets of the Commandments. 

The Commandments thou shall not kill, thou shall not commit adultery, thou shall 

not steal, be a false witness, or covet speak to man’s nature as a lonely being. Our success 

will turn to dust if we do not have those who admire us for our success, and who will 

benefit because of our success. A man can rob a bank and get a million dollars but he will 

not have the esteem of his fellows because he benefits no one but himself. How you do a 

thing is as important as what you do. 

Why do Jewish men and women achieve so much in the world? Why have one-

third of the Nobel prize winners in the world been Jewish? The answer is because of the 

Jewish family. Children wanted to please their father and mother. They wanted to honor 

them by bringing them achievements and their parents wanted to be proud of their 

children. Man’s inner loneliness was overcome through his family and friends. Man 

cannot even achieve anything in the long run unless he has first solved his problem of 

loneliness. 

In this Torah portion, V’Eschanan, we, also, have recounted how the Jewish 

people pleaded with Moshe, after God had given them the Ten Commandments, to please 

receive the rest of the Torah himself and to relay it to them because they could not 

withstand the force of the divine revelation and they felt that it would consume them and 

that they would perish. The divine revelation on Mount Sinai was compared to a great 

fire and they could not withstand this fire. Moshe, at first, did not want to listen to them. 

He said it is not right. You should all hear all of the Torah yourselves, but God told 

Moshe to listen to the people. 

The Torah is usually compared to light not fire. There is a fundamental difference 

between when something is lit up and when something is on fire. When something is 

illuminated by a great light it can be seen and it remains intact. When something is on 

fire, it, too, can be seen but it does not remain intact. It is consumed and destroyed. The 

people could not withstand the great force of the Torah alone. Each man could not 

receive the Torah by himself. It had to be put in context for them. It had to be placed 

within relationships. 

The Torah was to illuminate their lives not to consume them. They pleaded with 

Moshe Rabbeinu to bring it down to them and to put it in a human context because 

outside of a human context they could not deal with it. A human context demanded that 

each man be able to relate the Torah to his relations with others. Principles, abstractions 

would not do. It was the application of the principles that they needed. 

Unfortunately, principles many times set people on fire and these people destroy 

themselves and others because of them. They do not know how to apply principles and 

create light and not fire. In human relationships, we all must learn how to be defeated, 
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how to admit when we are wrong, how to limit our demands, how to postpone our own 

self-gratification for the good of others and how to admit weakness. 

God blessed us all with the desire to succeed but He did not want us to make our 

success a fire which would destroy us, but a light which would help us form enduring 

relationships and illumine our path. Concepts and ideas are not enough. We need people 

to relate to in order to fulfill our nature. 

Must you be assured of success? 

In the Torah portion, V’Eschanan, which we will read in Shul this Shabbos, we 

will learn how Moshe set aside three cities of refuge in Transjordan to which those who 

killed another human being unintentionally, but who were guilty of contributory 

negligence, could find refuge and who were required as punishment to remain in these 

cities until the death of the High Priest. This passage is indeed strange. First of all, 

because of where it is located. It is found right in the middle of some of Judaism’s most 

basic teachings. Right next to the Ten Commandments, the Shma, God’s Providence and 

the importance of religious tolerance as long as man’s basic moral law “The seven 

commandments of Noah” are adhered to. And furthermore, this act of Moshe’s was 

almost meaningless. Because we learn that none of these cities could, in fact, become 

cities of refuge until after the conquest of the Land of Israel, when three cities in Israel 

would also be designated as cities of refuge there besides the three cities of Transjordan. 

All six cities had to be named before any of them could become a city of refuge. 

It seems to me that here we have one of Judaism’s main teachings. And that is 

that we all must assume responsibility for the affairs of our community regardless of 

whether or not we can implement all our ideas. We should not feel that success must be 

guaranteed before we are willing to do anything. Unfortunately in our day, there are too 

many people who want everything done for them, wo do not want to take any 

responsibility. Their excuse is, “It won’t help anyway, things aren’t going to change”. 

They want their success assured even before they begin. Moshe’s actions thunder against 

this philosophy. Even the names he chose for these three cities show the fallacy of this 

attitude. Bezer Baretz Hamishor, there is strength in honesty; Ramos BaGilad, there are 

heights in giving testimony; Golan Babashan, he exposes those who are ashamed (to act). 

Success is really not important. What is important is our effort. If we don’t succeed, 

future generations might or we ourselves might in future situations. What is important is 

that we assume our responsibility. In the Sephardic ritual, the Torah is never read lying 

down. It is always encased in a special mantle and read standing up. The Torah must 

never be dormant; it must be standing ready for action. Must you be assured of success 

before you act? 
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Ekev 

Suffering 

Many people, when confronted by problems, give up. To them life is only 

important and worthwhile if things go well. If they have the least bit of trouble, they want 

to run away from everything and hide, either in drink, drugs, irresponsibility, or make-

believe fantasies. To believe in Judaism is to believe that life has meaning even when 

things aren’t going our way. Many times we may not understand or be able to 

comprehend why things have happened the way they have. But if you’re a believing . 

Jew, you won’t give up. You’ll continue to try to do your best in spite of all which 

has befallen you and you will hope for a better future. God, we believe, knows what He’s 

doing even though many times we can’t make any sense at all out of what He’s doing. 

We just must continue to do the best we can, all the time never swerving from the moral 

compassionate life. 

We have just recently completed the fast day of Tisha B’av, the saddest day in the 

Jewish calendar. This fast day is peculiar in several respects. It is acknowledged as the 

saddest day in the Jewish calendar. On this day, the first Temple fell and then more than 

six hundred years later, on this same day, the second Temple fell. The Romans also 

captured Bar Cochba’s last fortress, Betar, on this day as well. We were exiled on this 

date from Spain in 1492, and many of Hitler’s atrocities began on it, too. 

Yet, this fast day is known as a Moed, or a festival in Jewish tradition. Because it 

is known as a Moed, certain prayers that are normally said on a regular day but are 

omitted on a holiday, a Moed, such as Tachanun and Selichos are not said. This indeed 

seems strange. Why should this gloomy day be known as a festival or a Moed? 

It seems to me that the reason for this is that the essential message of Tisha B’av 

is hope. Yes, we have been chastised. We have been brought low but it was for a purpose. 

It was not a chance occurrence. We may suffer, and maybe we will suffer in the future, 

but our suffering is not meaningless. It is worth something. Our suffering serves some 

purpose. Many times we may not know what that purpose is, but as a Jew, we know that 

eventually things will be better and that perhaps our suffering will have helped usher in 

better days. 

We all suffer to some extent and if we are to retain our humanity, we must never 

lose hope. We must never feel that our suffering is in vain. What makes suffering 

completely unbearable is to feel or believe that our suffering is in vain, that it is 

meaningless, that it has no worth. Rabbi Levi Berditchev once said, “Lord, I’m not asking 

You why we must suffer. All I want to know is that at least I’m suffering for Thee”. 

Tisha B’av teaches us that our suffering does serve some purpose. Sometimes its purpose 

is to have us correct ourselves, to bring us back to our true purposes. Other times it is 

completely unfathomable and can be known only by God. 
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Much this same thought is found in the Torah portion, Ekev, where we have the 

famous line, “And he afflicted you and suffered you to hunger and fed you with manna 

which you knew not, neither did your fathers know, that He might make you know that 

man does not live by bread alone, but by everything that comes out of the mouth of the 

Lord does man live”. Spiritual growth sometimes demands that we learn that we can do 

without material things. Sometimes in our wholehearted drive to acquire material goods, 

we come to believe that without these material goods we would not be able to live. But 

frequently when we do suffer reverses, we learn much about ourselves and about our true 

natures which otherwise would have evaded us. 

But this sentence does much more. It teaches us how we can overcome our 

problems, how when things do not go our way, we can still face life and triumph. Bread 

is important in life but it is not the only essential. We can live without food for up to 

thirty days, but without breath, hope and warmth we will not be able to endure even for a 

few moments. 

This idea is emphasized by the imagery of the sentence. Bread here is contrasted 

with breath, that which comes out of the mouth. Breathing is an essentially different 

function than eating. We can eat and eat and eat, never pausing to give anything of 

ourselves, but breathing is different. In order to first breathe in, we must first breathe out. 

Food, we can store. Breath, we cannot. If we stop breathing we will not long endure and 

we cannot breathe unless we also give out. 

I don’t believe that it is by chance that God’s word here is expressed in the 

imagery of breathing. The best way to overcome your problems, to overcome your own 

suffering, is to reach out and give to others. To sit back and just be a taker is destructive. 

In the concentration camps, those who survived were primarily those who never lost their 

humanity but who kept on giving and reaching out in the most trying of circumstances. 

We, too, can overcome all our problems, adversities and setbacks if we do not lose our 

humanity. 

If we, too, will always feel that nothing can conquer our humanity and that no 

suffering is in vain, then we, too, will never give in to the idea that evil will triumph but 

will continue to aid the forces of the righteousness by continuing to give and act 

humanely. 

It is my hope and prayer that all of us, when confronted by problems, will not try 

to run away, but that we all, through our warmth, friendship, and giving, (through our 

own humanity) will be able to overcome our problems and emerge from them even 

stronger than before. May we all have the power to transform our problems into joys, and 

may we all see the day when suffering will be no more, when it will be banished forever. 
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Way 

What good is religion? 

Many people ask, “What good is religion? Why should I be religious? All I need 

to be is a moral person. That’s all that’s necessary. The rest is all silliness and 

superstition.” To a certain extent these people have a point but only superficially. 

Religion, to my mind, fulfills three main purposes. One is to give us direction in 

life, to tell us who we are and where we are going. It enables us to determine what is the 

proper way we should live. Judaism has always said that the proper way to live is to live 

compassionately, lovingly, and morally. Judaism says that you cannot live lovingly and 

compassionately without also living morally. 

This part of religion, of Judaism, these people accept. They accept Judaism’s goal 

of living morally and compassionately but they say that attending services, keeping the 

Sabbath, etc., have nothing to do with leading a moral and compassionate life. Some of 

them even go so far as to say that these observances get in the way of leading a moral and 

compassionate life. 

Religion has a second function which we all need and that function is to comfort 

us and give us the strength to overcome life’s problems. This function, though, these 

people claim is used to thwart a moral life. They claim that many people use religious 

observances as an escape from leading a moral life. They say that many people find 

comfort and justification by keeping a set routine while evading moral responsibilities. 

This argument, which seems on the surface plausible, is really fallacious. Because 

Judaism’s routine, itself, forces people to act in moral ways. It thrusts moral choices upon 

us in all aspects of life. Besides, it fulfills the third goal of religion which is to bring 

human beings closer to each other by instituting procedures for reconciling differences 

and by creating social institutions where all individuals can meet on terms of basic 

equality and also receive help when they need it. 

Religious institutions, Synagogues, are not just houses of prayer but they are 

places where all people can go and mingle on an equal footing because they are all 

children of God. No one feels that anyone else has a more favored position vis-a-vis the 

Almighty than they in the Synagogue. The Synagogue fortifies Judaism’s belief in man’s 

equality and, thus, man’s right to equal justice and consideration. 

It’s true that religious people are not perfect. It’s true that many of them have 

glaring faults. It’s true that many times they try to compensate in one area of religion for 

their lack in others, but when they do so, no matter how much they rationalize, they know 

that they are not doing the right thing. In their heart of hearts, they know that Judaism 

demands more of them. 

It’s hard to escape from moral responsibilities when you keep the Jewish religion. 

The whole structure of the religion brings home to you the obligation you have to your 

family, to your community. You must provide an education for your children or 
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otherwise lose their and everybody’s respect. You must be sociable and entertain people 

at simchas whether in the Synagogue or out or you have violated one of the teachings of 

our faith. The framework of the religion constantly is making you make correct moral 

choices. You may try to evade them. You may even avoid them for some time but 

everyone around you knows what you are doing and you quickly lose their respect and 

eventually your own self respect. 

There is no greater support for the family than Shabbos. Many times when a 

family gives up their Friday night meal, they are doing so not just for economic reasons 

but because they spurn the family ideal. In the Torah portion Re’ay, we have the 

importance of this religious framework emphasized. We learn about the so called second 

tithe. This second tithe was a very peculiar tithe. The first tithe was used to maintain the 

Levites. The second tithe was in reality no tithe at all. 

Tithing is usually thought of as giving to others. This second tithe was given to no 

one. It was supposed to be taken up to Jerusalem and spent on food and drink. A person 

was supposed to take ten percent of his earnings and spend them on food and drink in 

Jerusalem. How strange! Usually, a person, in order to spend this amount of money, had 

to invite his friends and relatives as well as the poor to join him at his table. 

He was to use ten percent of his income four out of every seven years to entertain 

his friends, relatives, and the poor. He was to use part of his income to foster a feeling of 

comradeship in his community. His religion was not just to touch him in a private way 

but, also, to bring him closer to his fellow man. It also was to teach him to shape his 

concerns and joys with others. 

We also learn in this week’s Torah portion about the laws of Kashruth. Knowing 

that we cannot kill animals any way we like and that we cannot eat anything we like 

taught us to curb our appetites. It taught us self-restraint and probably contributed to the 

low instance of violence among our people. Even the animals we can and cannot eat have 

significance. The animal which is considered the epitomy of treifkite, the pig, was turned 

into an object lesson for us all. 

The pig, in Judaism, is the symbol for hypocrisy. The reason for it being that, 

there are two signs an animal must have in order to be kosher; one an inner sign and one 

an outer sign. An animal must have split hooves and chew its cud. The pig has split 

hooves but does not chew its cud. The pig has the outer sign but the inner sign is missing, 

and, as the Rabbis note, the pig constantly sticks its feet forward as if to say I am kosher 

while it lacks the inner sign. 

It is true that some people stress outward things and forget about the inner 

meaning of our religion, but these people are quickly found out. Without an outer sign, an 

outer framework, it is very difficult to maintain an inner moral spiritual life. The people 

that maintain that all ritual and religion are unnecessary are wrong. Without an outer 

framework which causes us to concentrate on inner things, it is hard even to think about 

inner things. We just never get around to them. Life has so many other distractions. 
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Some of these people who feel religion is obsolete remind me of another bird 

which is deemed unkosher, the Raah. The Rabbis explain that the reason it is treif is 

because it has extraordinary vision. From Babylonia it can see the faults of the land of 

Israel. People who do not wish to participate in Israel’s quest for holiness and morality 

are often quick to point out that we still have not achieved everything we should. This is 

granted but at least if we say we are practicing Judaism, we must keep on trying. We can 

never give up as people can who are outside of Judaism. We are always forced to make 

moral choices. 

May we all continue to strive to do better, and may we all, because of our efforts, 

become more loving, compassionate, and moral people. 
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Shofteem 

Self respect and justice 

One of our basic human needs is to feel that we are important. Unless we all feel 

that we are important, that we are needed, we all suffer. One of Judaism’s basic principles 

is that God needs us. God has given each of us specific tasks and He wants us to fulfill 

them. It is important that we do so not only for Him but for us as well. Unless we 

complete these tasks we feel miserable. To be needed, to know that we count for 

something is basic to our well being. All of us have seen people who, when they retire or 

who, when they feel they are no longer needed, literally shrivel up and die. 

This need to feel that what we do is important and that each of our contributions 

are necessary if the world is to fulfill its promise underlies all of Jewish thinking. Justice 

is necessary because it demonstrates that every human being is needed and is valuable 

and is, therefore, important. No one individual is more important than another. When 

justice is not done, then an individual is not only robbed or harmed physically but his 

very self-respect is taken from him. None of us likes to be had, not just because we lose 

things materially but because our inner essence is treaded upon and we are made to feel 

like nothing. It’s a known fact that revolutions are not made and led by poor people but 

generally by people of means who have been made to feel slighted. If the British would 

not have banned middle class, well-educated Indians from the British run country clubs 

and private beaches on Indian soil, they would probably still be ruling India today. 

Many people think that people are motivated solely by money, by their 

enlightened economic self-interest. This is, at best, only partially true. People are more 

likely to be motivated by feelings of self-respect, by wanting to be considered as worthy 

of respect, as anyone else. Nobody wants to be taken advantage of. Our inner essence is 

affronted when we are mistreated. Our divine image, so to speak, is being called into 

question. Justice, though, in Judaism is not a simple concept. Man exists in two realms 

simultaneously, in the realm of action and the realm of spirit or intent. Many times people 

will excuse themselves by saying, “But my intentions were good, my heart is in the right 

place, sure I deceived that individual but I was thinking about the good of the group”. 

This type of talk is entirely unacceptable in Judaism. The individual is not to be sacrificed 

for the group. If the individual wants to volunteer, that’s a different story. 

So often we find individuals making promises to people and then when the time 

comes to back up those whom they have urged on with their promises, they back off and 

pretend they gave no promises. They were only making suggestions. They were only 

speculating, thinking out loud. They conveniently have switched the focus of attention 

from the realm of action to the realm of intent or spirit. In Judaism, we say that intent and 

action must go together. That’s why in the same Torah portion, Shofteem, where we learn 

about the importance of justice, where we are commanded to set up courts of law, we also 

learn that unintentional murderers were not to be treated as murderers. In other words, 

intent must accompany the deed. 
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Judaism recognized that man lives in two separate worlds, the world of thought, 

spirit or intentions, and also the world of actions, achievements. There is a constant 

debate about what is the greater world. For a time, public schools had a tendency to 

reward effort and not achievement, and it is true that effort is important, however, 

achievement is what accomplishes things in the world of action. They must always be 

linked. Judaism has always said that spiritual striving which does not result in action is 

worthless. Lo HaMedrash Hu Halkar Elah HaMaaseh, speculation to improve the world 

is useless. Being proficient in chess is no more to be highly acclaimed than to be 

proficient in baseball. They both may be pleasant pastimes but they are only pastimes. 

The aim of life is to connect the realm of the spirit with the realm of action and to 

produce morally informed actions which transform the individual and the world. This is 

man’s unique importance. 

Each of us has the ability to transform the world, to inform action with moral 

purpose. Anyone who prevents another from exercising this task has done him a great 

injustice. He has diminished his divine image, his importance. Every time a person has 

been wronged, has been misused, he may feel it’s useless to try to do anything good for 

any institution or person. He may withdraw from trying to perform Mitzvahs, morally 

informed actions. People, especially leaders who misdirect others by encouraging them to 

pursue certain avenues of conduct by their promises and who then pull the rug out from 

under these same people they have encouraged, do great harm. They not only injure 

unjustly another but they also cause that person to withdraw from doing what makes him 

important in the world. They cause him to stop trying through action to transform and 

uplift this world. 

In this Torah portion, Shofteem, we have one of Judaism’s principal teachings, 

Tzedeck Tzedeck Tirdof, righteousness, righteousness you should pursue. The Rabbis 

explain that this verse means that we must pursue righteousness righteously. Any attempt 

to claim that you meant well, that your intentions were good, that you were only making 

suggestions will not wash if you knowingly misled another or failed to keep your 

promise. In the current world situation, we can see how U.S. leadership has slipped 

dramatically because we have failed to realize that when you make a commitment, you 

must stand behind it. Before a commitment is made, you can hem and haw, examine all 

the options, etc., but after you have decided to commit yourself, you must act decisively 

with your whole heart and you must not pretend that you never gave a promise because 

then you will diminish the importance of the party you are dealing with. You trifle with 

his own self-respect and he will no longer respect you and may even decide to withdraw 

from working with you to make this a better world. We violate another person’s integrity 

every time we fail to keep a trust. 

This feeling, too, that promises needn’t be kept also handicaps us in the world 

because then we think that others, too, don’t mean what they say and we fail to confront 

evil when we see it. Therefore, no one believed Hitler and so many today don’t want to 

believe the P.L.O. People usually mean what they say. By not taking them seriously, we 

encourage and infuriate them and drive them to do more evil. We make it easier for them 

to achieve their goals. 
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Justice demands that commitments be kept or blame accepted. But, what’s more, 

when we don’t keep our commitments or accept blame, we cause others to feel misused 

and diminish their divine image, their feeling of being important and thus we hamper the 

victory of good over evil. 
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Ki Satzay 

Why stay Jewish? 

Many times people tell me, “Rabbi, I know that I was born Jewish, but really what 

difference does it make if I stay Jewish or not? As long as I am a good American, what 

else is necessary?” And in truth, it is hard to answer such a question especially if we 

believe that being a good Jew and being a good American are the same thing. We have, 

for so long, told ourselves that being a good Jew makes us a good American, that many 

people believe that the end all and be all of being a Jew is to be a good American. 

Obviously, there are many Christians who are very good Americans. You do not have to 

be a Jew to be a good American and if being a good Jew and being a good American are 

identical, why go through all the effort of staying Jewish? After all, George Washington 

was not a Jew, Abraham Lincoln was not a Jew, Thomas Jefferson was not a Jew, and yet 

they were very good Americans. The problem for the immigrant and first generation 

American Jew was, “I am a Jew, how can I become an American?” The problem for the 

present generation is, “I am an American, why should I remain a Jew?” 

It is true that there are many similarities between the American way and Judaism. 

America has a Torah. It is called the Constitution. It is a nation of law. It stresses deed 

over creed. It has a Supreme Court, a Sanhedrin. It emphasizes the individual over the 

state, and it even has pure food and drug laws, etc., just like Judaism. But still, Judaism 

and Americanism are not the same thing. Judaism has something more which the world 

and America still needs. America is based upon a system of beliefs, most of which are 

compatible and even based on Judaism’s beliefs, for example, the belief in human 

equality. However, America has a creed, life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness which 

is questionable. 

We can go along with the belief in life and liberty. It is the pursuit of happiness 

which gives us trouble. On Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, we pray for a Chayeem 

Toveem, a good life not a happy life. The reason for this being, there is no way to achieve 

a happy life directly. A happy life can only be the product of a good life. We believe in 

life, liberty, and the pursuit of Mitzvahs. 

In the Torah portion, Ki Saytze, we learn about life’s challenges. “When you will 

go out to battle on your enemies God will give him in your hand.” The Rabbis all ask, 

enemies are plural but it says God will only give him in our hand? Him is singular. The 

Rabbis tell us that really we face two challenges in this world. One, the forces outside of 

ourselves with which we have to struggle in order to be successful and, two, the struggle 

within ourselves. We have to struggle to make a living. We have to struggle many times 

with our clients, our friends, community, bureaucracy, etc. However, even if we succeed 

in overcoming all these external forces, we have still only won half the battle. We must 

always constantly struggle with the enemy within, with ourselves. Many times, it is 

possible to achieve all our goals, to be very successful but to have lost anyway, because 

in the process of achieving success we have destroyed ourselves by destroying our 

humanity and by stooping to means which defile us. 
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Man is composed of many conflicting drives and goals. Outward success, alone, 

will not satisfy us. Look at all the famous and rich people, especially entertainers, who 

have had everything but who have committed suicide. Each of us knows that there is 

more to life than the pursuit of happiness. Running, running, running doesn’t make us 

happy, it just makes us tired and unhappy. We must all believe that we are important, that 

we are needed, to be happy. Rosh Hashonna tells us that there is meaning in life. As the 

Psalmist said, “Happy are the people who know the Teruah, O Lord. They walk in the 

light of Thy faith.” Blowing the Shofar tells us that our cries from within are heard. 

Someone cares. Someone is concerned but, what’s more, it also tells us that we, also, can 

listen to the cry from within ourselves and from within others, that God has given us a 

task on this earth, that we can realize ourselves by hearing the call of the shofar by doing 

Mitzvahs. 

On Rosh Hashonna, we blow the Teruah note and we read the Machulyas prayers 

which crown God as king. We say that God is autonomous, that God has integrity and 

dignity and the capacity to act, that God is adequate to all the challenges at hand. In 

Judaism, the greatest Commandment is to imitate God. We, too, must feel adequate to the 

tasks at hand. We can handle things. We can set goals and accomplish them. If we banish 

inhumanity, sin, we can draw close to God and accomplish great things. Knowing that we 

have this capacity gives us great joy, knowing that we are worthwhile. In spite of all the 

troubles that are symbolized by the Shofar’s tremulous Shevoreem note, we know that we 

can overcome. We know that we are accepted. God wants us and needs us. The Shofar’s 

staccato Teruah note was sounded on Mount Sinai. It is the note which proclaims to the 

world, you human beings are not vile, are not corrupt, you do not have to be evil. You 

can conquer your inner doubts and depression. Do Mitzvahs. Help Me by helping each 

other and you will have no problem with the inner enemy, yourselves. 

Life can be looked at from many vantage points. Some people choose to look at 

life as a stage where everybody struts and pretends. The problem with this view is that 

the inner life of man becomes hollow and he quickly becomes depressed and loses his 

inner battle. Others look at life as a athletic contest. This can only lead to cruelty and hate 

because there can only be one winner, and the losers quickly are looked upon by 

themselves and others with feelings of disgust and inferiority. Others compare life to a 

circus. Let’s see how many freaks we can see. Let’s be on a constant high. Let’s 

constantly explore the outer limits and that leads to perversions and inhumanity because 

it exploits the weak and it, too, destroys the inner man. 

To Judaism, life is a book. Everything is written down. 

Everything counts. Nothing is lost. Each of us is given a blank page and we are 

told your contributions are necessary. You are important. Your help is required in order 

to eradicate hatred and inhumanity, poverty and disease. We are assured that if we 

concentrate on doing good, we will have no problem with our inner life, and that God 

will help us overcome all our external challenges. Judaism has yet much to give the 

world. The world at large still does not have a Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur. The 

world at large is still confused about their conception of life, and until America changes 

its motto to life, liberty, and the pursuit of Mitzvahs, America will still need Jews. 
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May we all have a Fulfilling, Healthy, and Prosperous New Year which will be 

truly happy because it will be filled with Mitzvahs. 
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Ki Thavo 

Is Judaism a strait jacket or a liberating force? 

To many people, religion is a terribly confining thing. To these people, to be 

religious is to be put in a strait jacket. They just cannot stand it. It chokes them. When 

they conceive of religion, they conceive of people who have lost their vitality and sense 

of adventure, people who are willing to settle for a very safe and dull routine. They look 

at these people and say, “They might as well be in jail”. In fact, I once had a mother tell 

me, after her son had become religious, that she would have preferred that her son had 

become a drug addict rather than to have become religious. To her mind, her son had cut 

himself off from life by becoming religious and she even cursed me for it. 

To these people, it is hard to explain that the Jewish religion is not a strait jacket, 

that by becoming religious you do not close but you open all sorts of worlds of intellect 

and feeling which you did not even know existed before. Perhaps one of the reasons for 

this constricted view of the Jewish religion, today, is because many Jews only know 

Judaism though translation. They take terms and concepts from other religions and 

cultures and apply them to Judaism. For example, they conceive of Judaism as a form of 

Puritanism. In Puritanism, if you enjoy something, you are being irreligious, while if you 

suffer, you are being religious. According to Puritanism, it is impossible to enjoy 

anything and be religious. To Judaism’s eyes, this concept is ridiculous. Whether 

something is enjoyable or not is totally irrelevant. What determines if something is 

religious or not is whether it is moral. Also, since our God is a God of goodness, almost 

always when you are doing a Mitzvah, you should enjoy it. It is a Commandment from 

the Torah to serve God with joy. 

In fact, in the Torah portion, Ki Thavo, where we learn about the curses that will 

befall the Jewish people if they do not follow God’s Commandments, it specifically says 

that these curses will Come upon you because you did not serve God with joy and 

gladness. A dead religion, a religion that has no inner joy and happiness cannot sustain 

itself. It must end up either in perversion or hypocrisy. The Rabbis explain that when 

Moshe came down from the mountain with the first set of the Ten Commandments, the 

letters flew off as he approached the people who were worshipping the Golden Calf. 

After the letters, the spirit of Judaism, had left the tablets Moshe could no longer hold 

them. They were too heavy and he was forced to drop them. To Judaism’s eyes, religion 

is not a dour, doom and gloom thing. Almost every religious occasion in Judaism is 

called a simcha. Simcha, in Judaism, means joy. 

In this same Torah portion, Ki Thavo, we learn how the Jewish people were to 

take up their first fruits to Jerusalem and to thank God for the opportunity to live in Israel 

and practice their religion. There are three words here that are used, “V’ato Hinay 

Havaisee,” which the Rabbis explain to mean that we have all been granted a wonderful 

opportunity to be creative in this world and that we should be filled with joy because of 

this opportunity. All of us have the capacity to act. All of us have the capacity to be 

joyful, and all of us have the capacity to make our mark in the world. Our religion helps 
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us act, helps us be joyful and helps us make our mark by allowing us to see the many 

possibilities in this world. 

We are not just animals. If we would be just animals, then those people who 

conceive of religion as a terribly confining experience would be right, but we have a 

spiritual nature as well. Hard work and discipline are needed to achieve our spiritual 

nature. How glorious is music, one of the greatest spiritual powers available to man, but 

in order to appreciate music, we have to work at it. In order to play an instrument, we 

have to practice for hours. If we want to just listen or dance to music, we still must 

develop our ear for music. This practice and self-discipline liberates us. It does not 

confine us because it opens a whole new world to us. It helps us develop our potential. 

This is what Judaism does, also. It opens, before us, worlds of the intellect and the mind 

that people do not even know are there unless they study our tradition. The great pleasure 

and joy that comes from hearing a new inspiring idea, from seeing the world from a 

different perspective is many time exhilarating beyond compare. The deepening and 

developing of human relations in family and among friends, too, opens other worlds of 

understanding. They cannot even be comprehended by people who only believe man is an 

animal. 

Many words that we use today in English, also, reinforce a negative image of 

Judaism. The word `repentance’ in English means to pen up. When cattle break through a 

fence, you must repent them. We all know the expression pent-up emotions. In Judaism, 

there is no word `repentance’. There is a word `Teshuva’ which means `to reply’. In 

Judaism, this concept is entirely different from repentance. You are not supposed to 

constrict your activities, your worlds. You are supposed to expand them. In Judaism, 

great people, great Rabbis who never did anything wrong, who never stole or killed or 

cheated have to do Teshuva, too. What do they have to do Teshuva for? They do not have 

to repent for anything, but what they have to do is to acknowledge that they have not 

lived up to their full potential. Teshuva, in Judaism, means, “God, I know You gave me 

the opportunity to glimpse and to see and to achieve in many worlds. I have not fulfilled 

all my potential. There is so much more I could have learned, so many more good deeds I 

could have done, so many other people I could have touched, so much more of Your 

Torah I could have learned”. That’s why these great Rabbis need to do Teshuva. They 

have not replied to all the challenges they could have. This, too, is one of the main 

meanings of the Shofar. 

The Shofar, usually the way it is used throughout the Torah, is a symbol of strict 

justice. When Barak surrounded a city of cowards who refused to send their troops to 

help fight against the Canaanite enemy, he blows 400 Shofars. Joshua blew the Shofar 

and the walls came tumbling down. However, we are told that when we blow the Shofar 

on Rosh Hashonna God moves from the seat of strict justice to the seat of mercy. How 

can this be since we have learned in every other place in the Tenach that the Shofar 

signifies strict justice? How can it now have the capacity to change strict justice to 

mercy? The Rabbis answer that it all depends upon who blows the Shofar. If the Shofar is 

blown against you from someone outside of you, then it signifies strict justice, but if you 

blow the Shofar, if you realize that you have not opened up all the worlds that are open to 

you, if you realize you have not reached your full potential, if you realize that you have 
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not touched and helped and developed relationships with all those you could have, then it 

truly is a symbol of mercy because it allows us to renew ourselves. 

Judaism is not a confining religion. It is a religion which believes in growth and 

self-development. The Rabbis interpret the phrase that we are all created in God’s image, 

‘Teselem Elokeem’, to mean that we are created as a shadow of God, and that it is our job 

to flesh out this shadow. The word ‘Tsel’, in Hebrew, means shadow. Anyone who 

becomes a drunkard or a drug addict or a compulsive gambler or a nymphomaniac or 

even a perpetual procrastinator or one who has a fear of self-discipline limits themselves. 

They cannot see or even achieve the great worlds of the spirit that are there for us to 

appreciate, enjoy and add to. None of us is perfect. None of us has ever reached up to all 

our potential but we all must strive to do so. Judaism does not seek the easy way. It does 

not say go into a monastery, avoid the world. It says that approach is wrong. We must 

live in the world and we must grow in the world and we must fulfill our potential in the 

world, but in order to achieve spiritual greatness, we need self-discipline. We want 

people to have joy in life, to have a sense that they can make their mark in the world, and 

that they can act. Life is wonderful. Our toast is always “L’Chaim,” “to life”. Judaism 

enhances life, all of life, the spiritual as well as the physical. It does not constrict it. May 

God give us all such an enhanced life in the coming year. 
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Nitzaveem - Vayelech 

Guilt 

Guilt is a great twister of the human soul. Guilt has the capacity to turn us inside 

out and to destroy our very personality especially when it is suppressed. Guilt, also, 

makes us hate others and ourselves. One of the major problems of our era has been the 

suppression of guilt, the denial of its existence. Naziism was in its essence a movement 

which tried to convince people that they should not feel guilty about things for which 

they really should feel guilty. Hitler said that the Jew’s greatest crime was to give the 

world a conscience. Hitler, in this century, was and is not alone in denying the existence 

of guilt. 

There are, though, two forms of guilt, guilt which comes as a result of 

premeditated acts, when we deliberately hurt others, and the guilt which comes from 

things beyond our control, the guilt we feel because we are alive and others are dead, or 

the guilt we feel because we are well fed and others are hungry, or the guilt we feel 

because we are happy and others are sad. 

Judaism does not consider this latter feeling of guilt as real or as inevitable. This 

feeling of guilt may appear real and may drive people to drink and to drugs and to all 

sorts of perversions but, in Judaism’s eyes, it is not the guilt for which we are culpable. 

Other philosophies and religions have exploited this feeling of amorphous guilt. Hitler 

used it when he spoke of the natural man who had no restraints. It has been manipulated 

to cause countless thousands to immolate and sacrifice themselves on the altars of 

countless idols. Judaism has always fought this amorphous feeling of guilt which many 

times makes us ashamed of our natural functions and which can constantly undermine 

our sense of self-worth and dignity. 

One of the main purposes of the High Holidays is to free us from this free floating 

guilt while holding us 100% accountable for our actions and to force us to confront the 

guilt which we cause when we harm others. Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashonna can free us, 

too, from the guilt we truly deserve through our premeditated evil actions if we will make 

restitution, if we will make up with those we have harmed. 

This need to start out pure and clean, this need to be rid of guilt is, to my mind, 

what causes our Synagogues to be full on the High Holidays. We must be able to live 

with ourselves and the only way we can rid ourselves of guilt is to face the guilt, which 

we have caused, by admitting to those things which we have done wrong, not by denying 

that there is such a thing as guilt or that we are guilty. We, also, need the assurance that 

the only guilt we need be concerned about is the guilt which we have caused. That’s why 

the Rabbis tell us that there are three words for forgiveness in Hebrew. 

There is Kaporah, Mechila, and Selicha. Kaporah, in Hebrew, means to make 

restitution. Mechila means that our punishment is foregone. We will not be punished. 

Selicha means that we now internally can feel pure. In Leviticus, we describe the purpose 

of Yom Kippur as “on this day He will forgive you and purify you” and in the language 
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of the prayers of Yom Kippur “before God you shall be pure”. There is a big difference 

between escaping punishment and being pure. You may escape punishment but you can 

still be consumed with guilt. Purity requires that we feel good about ourselves inside. 

The purpose of much of the Jewish religion is to give us this sense of purity. 

Eating is not a beastly sensual act because it has been sanctified by the laws of Kashruth. 

Sex is not a disgusting messy encounter but a holy act because it is regulated by the 

Mikvah and God’s command. Free floating guilt about these two primal functions never 

appear in a traditional home. Charity, concern for the poor, and the assumption of 

community responsibility allow us to handle prosperity without guilt. 

Guilt demands a reply and that is what Teshuva means, a reply. For those things, 

which we willfully did, we must assume responsibility and, for those things which are not 

in our power, we have no need to feel guilty. That is why, according to Rabbi Yehuda 

HaNosie, the very day of Yom Kippur cleanses. Of course, Yom Kippur does not cleanse 

us from any sins we have committed willfully and for which we have not made restitution 

but it does cleanse us from any guilt we may have after we have made restitution and 

from any form of free floating guilt that we may feel. We are responsible only for the acts 

we commit not for existing as creatures with animal needs or because we have been born 

in a particular place to a particular family, etc. Thay’s why Yom Kippur is a fast day. 

We abstain from eating, drinking, intercourse, annointing ourselves, and the 

wearing of leather shoes to demonstrate that one day we can forego these needs but only 

for one day. These are legitimate needs and guilt should not surround them. We, also, 

gather together in the Synagogues to proclaim that when all Israel works together, no 

matter what their station in life or what their circumstances, they need not feel guilty as 

long as they have tried to care for each other and to lead a decent and moral life. The Jew 

who is part of his community, who cares for his fellow need not fear guilt. Moral guilt, 

though, demands that we face it or we will all end up being hateful and hating people. 

The story of David’s son, Amnon, who loved his half-sister, Tamir, with a 

burning passion illustrates this. He begged her and begged her to return his love. She 

refused. He pretended he was sick and when she came to nurse him, he forced himself 

upon her. After that, he hated her even more than he had ever loved her before because, 

instead of blaming himself, he blamed her for his crime. She was too beautiful. She 

should not have come to help him when he was sick. Eventually, he met a tragic end. 

Guilt had completely warped him. 

On Rosh Hashonna, we read about the Akedah, the binding of Isaac. We are all 

bound in life. We all have many constraints upon us but our symbol is not the knife but it 

is the shofar. We cannot solve our problems by slashing away, harming and hurting 

others. We solve our problems with the shofar. The shofar came from an Ayil, a ram. 

Ayil, in Hebrew, also means to wrestle. What we are called upon to do in life is to wrestle 

with our problems, not to try to overcome them through immoral acts or to feel guilty 

because life itself is filled with so many problems. In the Torah portion, Nitzaveem, we 

learn about Teshuva, about how we must respond not only to our fear of punishment but 

to our inner sense of guilt. If we will reply to our guilt by admitting it is there, Teshuva, 
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and if this reply causes us to realize our need for others and for God which is the essence 

of prayer, Tephilla, and if this reply and prayer will move us to be more concerned with 

others and their needs, Tzedakah, then Yom Kippur will truly be a day which will purify 

and cleanse us from all guilt. May all of us face the New Year clean and pure. 
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Haazinu 

Dreams, illusions and reality 

One of the most difficult things to tell a person is that he is suffering from 

illusions. We all have dreams and we all need dreams. However, we have to live in the 

real world. We have to see the world the way it is, not the way we would like it to be. 

Unfortunately, in our modern world, we have divorced reality from dreams. We have 

created a dichotomy, a sharp division between those who dream and those who do. Life is 

difficult and there are many things in it we do not want to see. Especially, in America 

where we feel that everything is possible, we refuse to accept the fact that we are limited 

in any way. That’s one of the main reasons why Americans have such a hard time dealing 

with death because death tells us all that not everything is possible. 

Dreams have to do with idealism, with change, with making things better and 

dreams are an essential part of every person. Without dreams, without a song, a person is 

not important. His life really does not have meaning because he cannot believe that he 

will make a difference. If nothing can change, then he obviously cannot be a vehicle of 

change. He cannot impress a higher standard of values on the world. Cynicism or escape 

is the inevitable result. However, believing that we can accomplish things that are 

patently impossible, that we can realize our dreams without any effort, leads to great 

disillusionment and even mental illness. Just because we want something does not mean 

we can have it. In order to achieve our dreams, we must work at them and we must go 

step by step always assuring that previous accomplishments are stable before going on to 

higher levels. 

In America today, we are suffering from a great many illusions. We think we can 

have happy marriages and still run around. We think we can have a government which 

supplies all our needs without paying any taxes. We believe we can have a strong army 

without any need for a draft or even a high level of defense spending. We believe that we 

can accomplish everything without any need for self-discipline. Judaism teaches us that 

we must dream but that dreams must be accompanied by self-discipline. We Jews, almost 

more than any other group in American society, have realized the American dream 

mainly because we were willing to work for it. We were willing to get the education and 

spend the time and the hours in order to achieve it. However, the dream has turned out to 

be hollow. Material things, alone, never satisfy. They are only tools to help us fulfill our 

dreams of what the world should be. We still need spiritual Jewish dreams. Material 

things divorced from dreams lead to grasping, selfish, ugly people. 

In the Torah portion, Beshalach, we learn about what happens when dreams are 

divorced from reality. The Jewish people had just been redeemed from Egypt. They, 

though, were not yet free because Pharaoh’s army was still intact and was pursuing them. 

God, though, split the Red Sea and the Jewish people crossed it unharmed. The waters 

then collapsed upon the pursuing Egyptians and Israel was free. They immediately burst 

into song. Their dreams were being realized. They now could proceed to the promised 

land. Immediately afterwards, the mood completely changes. They complain about the 

lack of water, about their dull food, and generally about life in the desert. They go so far 
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as to even say, “Would that we had died in the land of Egypt when we sat by the 

fleshpots”. What went wrong here? Why had their dreams turned to such hopelessness? 

They had completely divorced them from reality. 

There are two types of dreams in the world. There is a dream which says 

everything will be perfect if only I can achieve one thing. There is a hope which is 

unlimited, a hope which says that I can, with one act, dramatically change the world and I 

can rest from then on. There is another type of hope which is a limited hope, which is a 

limited dream, which says that if I prepare myself, if I work, I can make things a little 

better each day and by so doing, I can make things significantly different for myself and 

for my family and for future generations, but I must work at it day after day, after day. 

The Israelites thought that freedom would transform them. They would have no more 

problems. Freedom only gave them an opportunity to make things better. It did not solve 

all their problems. 

Today, we have so many youngsters who turn to dope and drink and immorality 

because they feel hopeless. They want instant happiness. They want their dreams fulfilled 

immediately. This is impossible. There is nothing that can be achieved without hard self-

disciplined work. Learning is fun but only after you have mastered a subject, not when 

you are studying it. Marriage is rewarding but only after you have worked at it. Dreams 

can never be separated from life. If they are, then cynicism ensues and hopelessness and 

guilt take over. 

We have another song of Moses recorded in the Torah in the Torah portion, 

Haazinu. Moshe leaves a farewell message to the Jewish people. He does not leave them 

a prose message because the song of Judaism, the dreams of Judaism are what allows it to 

continue. He knows, as we know, that Jews stop being Jews when they no longer believe 

that Judaism has anything to offer the world. Jewish dreams are essential for the survival 

of the Jewish people but Jewish dreams cannot exist in a vacuum. They cannot be fed by 

one-time contributions. They must be nurtured and practiced day after day without any let 

up. 

Moshe opens his song by saying, “My lessons shall drop as the rain, my speech 

shall distill as the dew”. The Torah is compared to rain. Many times it is uncomfortable. 

Many times it is umpleasant but without it, just like without rain, nothing will grow. The 

Torah requires effort. There is no such thing as an easy Judaism, a Judaism which is 

always laughter and fun. This type of Judaism will be crushed by life. Judaism is a 

religion of hope but of limited hope. It says we have a wonderful dream. We can achieve 

it but we must go step by step. We must work at it, sacrifice for it, apply it in all parts of 

live and, then, we will see that our life will bloom and flower and be rewarding just as the 

rain makes the desert bloom and flower. Then, we will be happy and, then, we will be 

satisfied and will be rewarded. Dreams do come true but only after hard work and then, 

only, if they are not divorced from reality. 
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Zos Habrocho 

The importance of relationships 

Many times people have come to me and said, “Rabbi, what’s the matter with me? 

I am fairly successful in life. I have a pretty good education and I believe in all the right 

things, but I feel I am missing something. I cannot quite put my finger on it.” Usually 

after talking with these people, it becomes obvious that they cannot form any type of 

relationships. What is missing in their life is the ability to relate to others. 

Judaism is a covenantal religion. Judaism’s emphasis is not on what you believe 

but in how you relate your beliefs to others and implement them in this world. We do not 

believe in abstract principles. In Judaism, it is not Ahava or love which is stressed but 

Chesed, loving kindness. There is a difference between a religion based on faith and a 

religion based on a covenant. A religion based on faith is concerned primarily with the 

individual as an individual, relationships are secondary. Therefore, in a religion based on 

faith, it does not matter so much if marriage partners are of different faiths, but in a 

religion based on a covenant, where your religion is based on relationships, then it makes 

a great deal of difference whether or not your partner shares the same ideas on 

relationships as you do. 

In Judaism, it is not so much what feelings or thoughts or ideas you have that are 

important, but how you can implement them in relationships with others. Many times, 

young people who have just been married will come to me and say, “Rabbi, how come 

my wife and I do not have the same relationship as my parents or her parents or our 

grandparents?” The answer is obvious. They have not shared and grown and deepened 

their relationship as their parents or grandparents have because they have not shared 

enough experiences. They have not had enough time together. 

We have just finished celebrating the holiday of Simchas Torah, the holiday 

which celebrates our great joy in the fact that we have the Torah and we can begin it 

again. This holiday seems, though, to come at the wrong time of year. Why should we be 

celebrating our happiness in the Torah and our relationship with the Torah and all it 

represents at this time of year? We should be celebrating this holiday on Shavuos, on the 

holiday on which we received the Torah. This holiday, of course, comes at the end of 

spring. Why don’t we celebrate our great joy in having the Torah on Shavuos, on the day 

we received it? 

The answer is because if we would celebrate it then, it would be a lie. We did not 

have any deep relationship with the Torah then. We had just received it. We first had to 

go through many experiences with the Torah before we could have a deep and joyful 

experience with it. We first had to go through the experience of a Tisha B’av. We had to 

go through failure and hard times and still realize that we could make it. We had to have 

the experience of a Rosh Hashonna and a Yom Kippur. We had to make honest self-

appraisals of ourselves and each other and still always take upon ourselves lovingly 

responsibility for each other. Not everything goes smoothly in a relationship. It requires 

constant self-criticism and the ability to accept criticism plus the necessity to help one 
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another, to forgive one another, and to assume common burdens and to work together for 

common goals. It was also necessary for us to go through a Succos, to experience joy 

together as well as hard times, to have fun together, to also look at the world and nature 

and our place in the world together. We also had to go through a Shmini Atzeres, a 

holiday which teaches us that the little things, the quiet things are important, the little 

courtesies, the comfortable feelings, they are what make a relationship work. All these 

experiences were important. Only then can we get to the holiday of Simchas Torah. Only 

then can we know the great joy of having a relationship with the Torah and with God. 

A great deal of time and effort must be invested in maintaining a relationship. It is 

never a static thing, but when we get down to it, that’s all that really counts in life. It is 

because we have had strong relationships that the Jewish people have survived. When we 

have migrated from one end of the world to another, we have been able to bounce back 

because of our relationships with our families, with other Jews, and with our tradition. 

Too often, today, our young people shy away from relationships or they want only very 

shallow relationships. In fact, you can hear on the radio and on other media speakers who 

tell you that you should have one wife when you are young, another when you are 

successful, another when you are middle aged, etc. This we reject as sheer poppycock. 

People, more than anything else, need enduring relationships. 

In the Torah portion, Zos Habrocho, we learn how Moshe dies. We do not even 

know where he died. We have no monument to him. He left behind nothing tangible. He 

left no property. He never even entered the land of Israel, but he left behind a relationship 

to all the Jewish people who lived then and who were ever to exist. He left behind 

memories and words and deeds which are still shaping people. Most important, he left 

behind a Brocha, a blessing. This blessing is intangible. It is his teachings. As we learn, 

“Moshe commanded to us Torah, a Morasha of the community of Jacob”. Normally, this 

word Morasha is translated as inheritance but this is not the correct word for inheritance 

in Hebrew. The correct word is Yerusha. The word Morasha means, in Hebrew, that you 

do not inherit something. You only have the right to give it to others. The Torah is only 

ours when we are in the process of handing it over, of teaching it to others by word and 

especially deed. Nobody ever inherits the Torah. The Torah only becomes ours when we 

work at it and use it in our relationships with others. We only have a relationship with the 

Torah when we work at it, and we also. only have a relationship with others when we 

work at it. There is no such thing as easy relationships. 

Those people who have come to me feeling a terrible void are, many times, those 

who are not willing to establish any type of relationship either because they are selfish, 

they are afraid it will cost them money, or they are afraid they will be hurt, or because 

they are so self-centered that they do not even know cognitively that they need 

relationships. All these people should always realize that the only thing we really leave 

behind in this world are the impresses we make on the hearts of others. Our homes, others 

will live in and no one will know we ever lived there. Our jewelry will be worn by others. 

Our businesses will have other names, but the memories we leave behind will always be 

ours. 
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It says Vayelech Moshe, and Moshe went, but it does not ever say where he went. 

The Rabbis explain that he went into the hearts of all the Jewish people. We cannot have 

the joy of relationships without the effort. We cannot fulfill the void in ourselves unless 

we reach out and relate to others. If we do, we will find that we will be able to come to 

the joy of Simchas Torah. Our lives will be rich and meaningful and we will, by touching 

the lives of others, like Moshe, elevate our own. 

Do you deserve a blessing? 

In the final portion of the Torah, Zos Habrocho, which we will read on Simchas, 

we learn of Moses’ farewell blessings to the Jewish people before he dies. Moses opens 

with a short introduction. Then he blesses each tribe individually and finally, he 

concludes with a few general blessings directed to the entire Jewish people. It’s 

interesting to note, though, that he leaves one tribe out from his individual blessings, the 

tribe of Simeon. Why should Moses have left out the tribe of Simeon? Why didn’t he 

bless them like he did all the other tribes? Many answers are given to this question, but 

the most convincing, to my mind, is the answer of Iba Ezra who says that they were not 

blessed because of their leading role in the incident which happened in Baal-peor where 

the people of Simeon, led by their Prince, decided to satisfy their own appetites and to 

default on all their obligations to the rest of the Jewish people. They did not deserve a 

blessing. They lived only for themselves and did not feel that they had any obligation to 

their people. And in fact, later on, when the land of Israel was divided among the tribes, 

Simeon was not given special lands of his own but was allotted land within the territory 

assigned to Judah. A Jew who does not recognize his obligations to his people is not 

worthy of being blessed or even of being counted among his brethren. Let us hope there 

are not Simeons among us. Especially in this trying hour, it is incumbent upon each of us 

to do all we can to fulfill our obligations to our people and not to just be concerned with 

filling our own appetites. Moses’ blessing ends with the following lines. May they come 

quickly true in our days. “Happy art thou O Israel, who is like unto thee. A people saved 

by the Lord, the Shield of thy Help, And that is the sword of thy excellency! And thine 

enemies shall dwindle away before thee And thou shalt tread upon their high places.” 
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Purim 

What reality do you see? 

Many people, today, are struck by a strange phenomenon which has really startled 

them. Many people who felt that religion, in general, and Judaism, in particular, were an 

out-of-date throwback to the Middle Ages, now find that highly educated, professional 

people, many with two or three degrees, are turning increasingly back to Judaism. This, 

especially, confuses many people who were raised with the notion that the more educated 

a person becomes, the less he would have to do with the superstition called religion. 

These people have, in the main, given up all thought of a religion which demands 

self-discipline and study in order to achieve man’s purposes as well as to achieve 

satisfaction, joy, and hope and, instead, have opted for the total gratification of all their 

senses in order to achieve what they believe are life’s proper goals. They cannot 

understand why anybody would want to limit the so-called freedom and pleasures of the 

modern world in order to practice the Jewish religion. 

Perhaps, the best way to answer these people is to tell them about the holiday of 

Purim. Purim is a strange holiday. It doesn’t seem to have much substance to it and its 

basic message seems to be not much more than mindless merriment and gay spoofing. 

Drink, forget the world, pretend it’s something it’s not, that seems to be the story of 

Purim. 

However, the Rabbis treated Purim as something much more than that. They 

considered Purim to be so important that they compared Yom Kippur to Purim and they 

said that Yom Kippur was a day like Purim. In Hebrew, the word Yom Kippur is also 

known as Yom Kippurim and “ki”, in Hebrew, means “like” or “as”. They even said that 

in the days of the Messiah, all other holidays, including Yom Kippur, will disappear but 

not Purim. 

Purim, then, is to the Rabbis an important holiday. It is an important holiday to 

them because it exemplifies Judaism’s perception of the world. At first glance, everything 

in the world seems cut and dry. The world seems to operate according to its own rules. 

Natural laws seem immutable. God really doesn’t seem to exist. Religion seems to be, at 

best, silly and, at worst, dehumanizing. Everything, whether it’s the working of a king’s 

court or a scientific experiment, seems to be rigidly determined by scientific laws. And, 

the fact of the matter is, Purim recognizes the surface plausibility of this argument 

because throughout the whole Megillah, God’s name is not mentioned even once. One 

should just live and be merry, because, really, that’s all there seems to be, is the opening 

theme of the Megillah. But on closer inspection, as the Purim story unfolds, we see that 

strange sets of coincidences occur which always make for right triumphing over might. 

Miracles occur which don’t look like miracles at all. They look just like products of 

human actions. But they aren’t. God works through us, and sometimes, in spite of us. The 

world looks on its surface oblivious to God’s designs, but on closer inspection, we see 

that He is working. 
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He’s not working in the simple minded way we imagined when we were children 

but in a much more subtle way. Even on a scientific level, we know that because of the 

“uncertainty principles” all our scientific laws are just probabilities and not rigid fixed 

rules which apply for every molecule. Even science seems to be saying that God can 

intervene in anything he wants to, while, at the same time, not seeming to at all. This, of 

course, is the message of Purim. 

At first glance, there seems to be no God and no need for religion but the closer 

we look into things, the more we can see His hand working. God is always there to help 

and console us if we will be but worthy. We all have an unseen ally even when it looks 

like He isn’t there. 

This, I believe, is the answer to those people who are so startled to find that so 

many young educated people are turning once again to religion. These young educated 

people understand the story of Purim. To them, the mask of Purim has been revealed. 

They know that religion is not just for life-turning events but is something that 

reflects the reality of the universe. 

May we all fully appreciate the lessons of Purim, and may we all realize that not 

only sentiment but also reality demands that we recognize Judaism’s value and values. 

How’s your Judaism? 

Purim, the holiday, which more than any other, symbolizes the eternity of the 

Jewish people and which teaches us never to place too great a reliance on the good will of 

the powers that be at the expense of our principles, is celebrated in a strange way. Why 

should this holiday, which proclaims that no matter how bad things look, God will always 

find a way to save the Jewish people, be celebrated by a noisy, joyous reading of a scroll 

which does not even mention God’s name; by giving money and food to the poor; by 

holding gay, happy parties; and by exchanging gifts of food to each other called “shallach 

monos”? It would seem to me that a holiday which is meant to inculcate into the Jew a 

feeling of great trust in God for the future of the Jewish people and which celebrates the 

eternity of the Jewish people would be celebrated in the more solemn sober manner. But 

it isn’t. Why? 

I believe that the answer to this question lies in the two threats which have always 

endangered Jewish existence, the external threat and the internal threat. Purim, basically, 

deals with the external threat to the Jewish people, with the wicked plans and 

machinations of outsiders to exterminate us. To this threat, each of us must respond when 

we are in a position to do so as did Esther and Mordecai. And we are assured that God 

will help us overcome this threat even though, at the time, it may be very unclear how He 

will do so. (It is for this reason that I believe God’s name is not mentioned in the 

Megillah.) But He will in His own way. However, there is another threat to Jewish 

existence which is many times much more serious and that is the internal threat, the 

feeling among Jews that it no longer is useful, just or right to be Jews, that, perhaps, it 

would be better for the world if there were no longer any Jews. To these people, Judaism 
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and Jewish history is nothing more than one long history of catastrophes, pointless 

sufferings. To these people, the holiday of Purim speaks. True, we Jews have suffered 

and have been victims of endless tyrants but, in spite of everything, Judaism is a happy, 

joyful way of life which gives, to those who practice it, a joy and happiness which they 

wouldn’t surrender for anything. 

Unfortunately, in our day, the joy of Judaism and its comfort and happiness have 

may times been overlooked and only the persecution and suffering given any 

prominence. This type of presentation can only drive people away from Judaism and will 

accomplish what the enemies of the Jews couldn’t accomplish. What do you stress? 

Purim teaches us that a joyless Judaism is a greater threat to the Jewish people than all 

the Hamans combined. How’s your Judaism? 

Do you klop at Haman? 

Much has been written about Purim as a holiday of deliverance, and rightly so. If 

Haman would have had his way, we Jews would have been no more. It was only through 

God’s working in history that we were saved. This is all true. But why did God let us fall 

into the clutches of Haman in the first place? The Talmud (Megillah) asks this question 

and gives us the following answer: because we Jews enjoyed the banquet which 

Ahasuerus, the king, gave to celebrate the third year of his reign and with which the 

Megillah opens. It was a result of the goings on at this banquet that Queen Vashti was 

killed. The Talmud further points out that the utensils that were used at this banquet were 

the utensils which, years earlier, had been looted from the Temple by the Babylonians. 

The Jewish people, though, were content to enjoy themselves, watch the immoral 

entertainment and generally make merry. They deserved punishment because they lacked 

self-respect. 

They enjoyed attending a party at which others made fun at their expense even 

going so far as to mock them with the symbols of their own destruction. They saw evil 

but they refused to recognize it, probably because it was directed at them. In Shul, when 

we hear the name of Haman read in the Megillah, we are supposed to make noise. Haman 

is the symbol of evil. When we run across evil, especially if it is directed against 

ourselves, we should call attention to it. We shouldn’t sit idly by and do nothing. And 

most certainly, we shouldn’t enjoy it. 

The Jews, of that day, lacked self-respect. They gave all sorts of reasons and 

excuses. Perhaps, this could be forgiven, but not their own enjoyment of their 

debasement. Evil must be fought. Many Jews do not understand this. They feel that they 

must gleefully participate in degrading themselves. It’s the thing to do. 

Ha! Purim 

The holiday of Purim is again upon us. This happy joyous holiday, which has 

given hope and consolation to Jews throughout the ages, has a very strange name. This 

holiday, which proclaims that no matter who our enemies are and how they plot against 

us they will not succeed, is called Purim or lots. What a strange name for a holiday of 
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deliverance. The only mention we find of Purim or lots, in connection with the story of 

this holiday, are the lots which Haman drew in order to determine the most auspicious 

day for exterminating us. This is certainly not one of the most important events leading 

up to our deliverance. It probably helped that he chose a day which was eleven months 

away but it certainly wasn’t as important as Mordecai’s overhearing the plot to kill the 

king or Esther’s visit to the king or even the king’s inability to sleep the night before 

Haman was to ask him for permission to hang Mordecai. Yet, here we have it that this 

holiday is called by this minor event. What’s more, this is not a late name for the holiday 

which was added in order to increase the joy and playfulness of the holiday but the name 

which the Book of Esther gives to it in Chapter 9 verse 6. There was good reason why the 

Jews of Queen Esther’s time chose this name. 

It seems to me that the reason they chose this name was to emphasize how bad 

their plight was. Not only were the temporal powers against them, but also the augurs. 

Their doom was sealed. Yet, they survived. Augurs mean nothing. Crafty enemies can be 

overcome if a person has but the will. All difficulties can be surmounted. This holiday 

proclaims that man has control over his destiny, that no one has to cower before fate if he 

will take the initiative and try to solve his problems. So many people, today, feel helpless. 

They feel they can do nothing to solve either their personal problems or those of the 

community. They say everything and everybody is against them. To these people, the 

holiday of Purim calls out. It shouts to them, Ha! Purim! Fates can be overcome. Face 

your problems as Mordecai and Esther did. Put your whole heart and soul into it. Then 

you, too, can look at Purim and say, Ha! 

Can you tell the difference? 

Purim is a very happy holiday but there is one Rabbinical statement on how we 

should celebrate it which is very puzzling. The Rabbis say that on Purim, we should drink 

until we are not able to tell whether we should bless Mordecai and curse Haman or curse 

Mordecai and bless Haman. What is the meaning of this statement? Doesn’t it contradict 

one of Judaism’s main teachings - moderation in all things? True, this particular 

admonition has direct reference to a popular poem which had a refrain at the end of each 

stanza which alternately was either Blessed be Mordecai or Cursed be Haman. But even 

so, this seems a strange admonition. 

On closer examination, we see that the Rabbis are teaching us a very important 

lesson. They are teaching us that the difference between a Haman and a Mordecai is 

miniscule. In fact, unless a person has 100% control of his senses, he’s going to always 

confuse them. Even the phrase “Blessed be Mordecai” and “Cursed be Haman” point this 

out. In Hebrew, letters stand not only for letters but also for numerals and the numerical 

equivalents of the phrase “Blessed by Mordecai” and “Cursed be Haman” are identical. 

Haman and Mordecai were very similar. They both were enormously talented and 

had winning personalities. Haman would never have been chosen to have been the King’s 

chief minister unless he had been both capable and talented. He was also ambitious, 

hardworking and industrious. Where, then, did he differ from Mordecai? He differed 

from Mordecai only in what motivated him. Haman chose to invest his time, energy and 
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money (remember he offered the king a huge sum of money in exchange for the privilege 

of exterminating the Jews) to further his hatred. He was motivated by hate. 

Mordecai, on the other hand, always directed his talents toward improving the 

Jewish community. He was motivated by love. He didn’t oppose things because they 

would benefit his rivals. He didn’t spend his energy hating any group or person. He was 

concerned with benefiting everyone. 

The difference, then, between a Haman and a Mordecai is not in their talents, their 

devotion or even their personal integrity (remember, Haman was a devoted family man). 

It is in the causes they espoused and why they espoused them. A person has to have 

100% possession of his senses to see the difference between these two types of men. All 

too often, we judge a person by his skills or talents and fail to take into account what 

motivates him, love or hate. As long as he’s a likable fellow and has some integrity, we 

are willing to entrust him with responsibility. This is fine for Purim, our Rabbis tell us, 

but for the rest of the year, we should never entrust responsibility to a person who is more 

interested in hating and destroying than in loving and building - no matter how great his 

or her talents. 

What is living? 

In the Gemard Megillah of the Jerusalem Talmud, we find a very peculiar 

statement. It says that when the Messiah comes, all the books of the Bible will lose their 

significance except the Five Books of Moses and the Book of Esther. This is indeed 

strange. Why should the Book of Esther, of all Books (a book which doesn’t even 

mention God’s name once) be so singled out? What is the enduring lesson which it will 

continue to teach even in Messianic times? 

We can, perhaps, understand why the Prophets will lose their significance. They 

deal primarily with social justice. According to our Tradition, one of the hallmarks of the 

Messianic Age will be a society built on perfect social justice. The Prophets, then, will 

lose their immediate impact as goads reminding us of our faults and urging us to do 

better, and become merely historical figures who pointed a way to a social order which 

we will then have achieved. 

But why won’t the Book of Esther lose its significance? Persecution will have 

ceased. There will be no more Hamans. The answer to this question, I believe, lies in how 

the Book of Esther defines life. When Esther was chosen Queen, no one knew she was 

Jewish. Her Uncle Mordecai had instructed her to tell no one. Her real name wasn’t even 

Esther but Hadassah. When Haman’s decree was published, she stood very little chance 

of being endangered by it. Her life, in no real physical sense, was threatened. Yet, when 

she pleads with the King to undo Haman’s evil work, she pleads for her life, “Let my life 

be given at my petition and my people’s at my request.” Why? Would she really have 

been killed? Esther, though, knew something that many of us, today, seem to forget. She 

knew that a person needs other people with whom he or she can communicate in order to 

lead a meaningful life. Nothing in life really has much meaning if it can’t be related, in 

some way, to other people. A human being cannot really be human without other people 
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to share his or her joys and sorrows. This is also why, I believe, that Purim is celebrated 

the way it is, with a public reading, gifts, parties, costumes, etc. None of us can feel the 

joy of our deliverance alone. We need other people to feel it fully. Esther knew this. If 

her people were destroyed (even if she physically were still alive), with whom would she 

share her joys and sorrows? How could she really live? 

Unfortunately, today there are many who fail to realize this and believe that a 

meaningful life can only be achieved by self-development. And they equate this self-

development with withdrawal from the cares, needs, and joys of others. Too late, I’m 

afraid, they will come to realize that Esther was and is right, that life really isn’t life 

unless it is lived with people. This will continue to be true even in Messianic Times. 

The secret of survival 

Since Purims inception, we Jews have always celebrated it by gathering in our 

synagogues and listening to the reading of the Megillah, the tense dramatic story of how, 

once again, God saved Israel from destruction. Purim has been, from its inception, the 

holiday which, more than any other, has symbolized for us the miracle of Jewish survival, 

the indestructability of the Jewish people. It has been the holiday which demonstrated 

that God’s promise to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob holds good, that Jewry will never be 

destroyed. Yet in the whole Megillah, God is not mentioned once. You can pursue the 

Megillah from one end to the other end and you will not find mentioned, even an allusion 

to, God or His providence. Why Surely God should be referred to at least once. Isn’t that, 

after all, our purpose in celebrating Purim -- to recognize that God guides the world and 

that He will never permit the Jewish people to be destroyed. It, indeed, seems peculiar 

that in a scroll which celebrates God’s deliverance, God is not mentioned. 

Perhaps, though, this is not as strange as it seems at first glance. How did the 

deliverance of Purim take place? No cataclysmic events took place. Just a whole series of 

seemingly unrelated trivial incidents (took place) all of which seemed quite natural. 

Esther, because of her beauty and training, was chosen Queen. Mordecai, because of his 

alertness and loyalty, saved the King from assassination. Esther, because of her great 

moral courage, was willing to risk her life to save her people. The king, because he 

couldn’t sleep, recognized his debt to Mordecai. Mordecai, because of his knowledge, 

was able to draw up a decree which would, without annulling, cancel out the results of 

Haman’s decree. If one looks closely at all these acts, one can see the interweaving of the 

divine and human. God surely intervened in this story by seeing to it that Esther was 

beautiful and that the King could not sleep (and thereby acknowledged his debt to 

Mordecai). But just this alone would not have been enough. If Esther would not have had 

the moral courage to go to the King and if Mordecai would not have, because of his firm 

moral principles, saved the King’s life and advised Esther the way he did, the Jews would 

not have been saved. True, God would have found another way to have saved the Jews. 

But who knows if it would have been with so little suffering. This is the reason, I believe, 

God is not mentioned in the Megillah. Not that God isn’t the author of this deliverance, 

but to teach us that we are all potential helpers in our own deliverance, if we will only 

lead lives of moral dedication. That is, if we are true to our Jewish principles, God will 

use our dedication to these principles as the means of ensuring our survival. In other 
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words, if we dedicate ourselves to Jewish principles, Jewish survival will take care of 

itself. 

Purim’s lesson 

Purim can be looked at from many angles. Many morals and lessons can be drawn 

from it. For our present day, perhaps the most significant lesson that can be learned from 

it is that Haman did not want to kill just the religious Jews, or just the Jews who 

supported synagogues, or just the Jews who refused to bow down to idols, but all the 

Jews. A Jew was a Jew in his eyes no matter what he or she personally did or did not do 

and as such was to be destroyed. 

This attitude towards Jews, whether they believe it or not, is by no means a thing 

of the past. Just twenty years ago in Nazi occupied Europe, a man’s or woman’s life was 

forfeit if he or she had the least tinge of Jewish blood coursing through his or her veins. 

Conversion did not help. Jews whose families had been Christians for three generations 

were slaughtered right along with the others. Even in our own country, a man whose 

ancestors were Jews is still considered, by many, to still be Jewish even though his family 

had long ago left the Jewish fold (i.e., Barry Goldwater). 

A Jew can never escape from his heritage and it is folly to try. In Haman’s time, 

the Talmud tells us, there were many Jews who tried to forget their roots. Haman 

included them, though, in his decree. Since a Jew can never escape from his heritage, it 

behooves us all to at least know what it is regardless of whether or not we wish to 

incorporate it into our lives. If we don’t, we will have no defense and probably end up 

hating ourselves. When the anti-Semites yell that our religion teaches hate or is 

responsible for this or that curse which has befallen humanity, we will have no adequate 

answer. We will not know how much the world owes to our ancient faith and, instead of 

holding our heads up high in pride, we will suffer from pangs of inferiority and shame. 

We owe it to ourselves and, especially to our children, to know our heritage regardless of 

whether or not we make it part of our lives. 
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Pesach 

What do you mean by freedom? 

One of the most distressing problems, in our age, is the problem of alienation. 

There are so many people, today, who cannot relate to anyone or anything. Loneliness is 

their curse. They have no feeling of belonging. Because of this, they’re very insecure and 

almost forced to look for thrills in order to dissipate their feelings of emptiness and 

loneliness. In days gone by, this was never a Jewish problem. The Jew, even though he 

was beset by difficulties from without, always had an inner security which allowed him 

to relate and never feel empty no matter what happened outside. Nowadays, this is no 

longer the case. Many young Jews are suffering from a sense of alienation. Why should 

this be so? 

In Hebrew, there are three words for freedom: Chairus, Dror, and Chophesh. 

Chairus is the only one of the three which is associated with Pesach. Pesach, the holiday 

of freedom, is always referred to as “Zeman Chairusainu” and never are the words Dror 

and Chophesh used in conjunction with Pesach. This, I believe, is deliberate because the 

words Dror and Chophesh connote a type of freedom which is not compatible with the 

Jewish ideal of freedom. 

Freedom is not a single concept. We use the word freedom in two basically 

conflicting ways. We even note this in the English language by using the expressions 

“freedom of” and “freedom from”. We speak of “freedom of” speech, “freedom of” 

assembly, but we speak of “freedom from” hunger, “freedom from” fear. The “freedom 

of” and the “freedom from” are two different types of freedom. “Freedom of” speaks of 

freedom as an absolute. It says that freedom, in itself, is a goal and not a means to 

achieve other goals. It says that if I am free, then I must have no obligations, that the 

happiest person is one who has no restraints, that only by being absolutely free can I be 

absolutely happy. 

“Freedom from”, on the other hand, speaks about freedom as a means and not a 

goal. It says if I am free from hunger, I can do good. If I am free from fear, then I can 

choose right. Anything which stops me from choosing the good and the right is wrong 

because I must always have the power, at all times, to choose between good and evil. If I 

am a slave, then I cannot choose, so slavery is wrong. I must never be put in the position 

or put anyone else in the position where they cannot choose to do good. Freedom, in this 

system, is only a means not an end. The desired goal is to choose good. The happiest 

person is not the one who has the least obligations but the one who has the freedom to 

assume the most obligations. 

In Judaism, those who most obligate themselves are the happiest. Those who do 

the most Mitzvahs are the most praiseworthy. That’s why, I believe, Chophesh and Dror 

are not used in conjunction with Pesach. The type of freedom which they denote are 

associated with a momentary lessening of obligations, of vacation, etc., or the concept of 

being free as a bird. Chairus, on the other hand, denotes a freedom to assume obligations. 

A second meaning of Chairus is “engraving”, of making one’s mark on the world. It 
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means we are free to make our mark on the world by assuming obligations, by doing 

Mitzvahs. Freedom, to the Jew, means the privilege of assuming obligations not the_ 

opportunity of being completely devoid of them. 

In fact, the whole Pesach holiday, especially the Seder, revolves around this 

theme. The number four predominates throughout the Seder. There are the four questions, 

the four cups of wine, the four sons, the four names of Pesach, itself, the four virtues by 

which Jews in Egypt, according to the Midrash, made themselves worthy to be redeemed. 

Four, in Hebrew, stands for the family. In Judaism, each family is supposed to have a 

minimum of one boy and one girl. The number four occurs over and over again in the 

Seder to remind us that none of us is really free unless we have a family to which we 

belong and for whom we can assume obligations. 

When the Jewish people were redeemed from Egypt, they were commanded to 

gather together in their homes with their families and to place a smattering of lamb’s 

blood on their doorposts. This was to teach them and us that, in Judaism, all thoughts of 

blood, thrills, and horror are to be cast outside its doors. We are to concern ourselves with 

our family and community. 

Unfortunately, in our day, many of our young people have confused the concept 

of freedom. They see freedom as an end and not as a means. They want to free 

themselves from all obligations and, because of this, they’re terribly alienated and lonely, 

and in order to dispel this loneliness, many are concentrating on thrills and horrors which 

Jews were long ago told to cast outside their homes. Freedom, for Judaism, is a means. It 

enables us to assume greater and greater Mitzvahs and obligations so we become better 

and more compassionate people, people whose lives are not empty and who know no 

alienation. Let us hope and pray that many of our own people will soon realize this and, 

thus, be lonely and alienated no more. Be well and have a happy and kosher Pesach. 

Is there such a thing as security? 

One of man’s greatest needs is for security. We all want to feel secure. Many of 

us spend much of our resources and time trying to be secure. Some people become misers 

and deny themselves everything for the sake of financial security. Others, in order to have 

emotional security, limit their goals and their friends so that they will never get hurt or 

they flee into cults. Others are very conscious of their physical security and carry guns. 

Others want to have a secure social position so they social climb or try to buy friends. 

Others seek escape from life’s problems by constructing all sorts of elaborate personal 

structures which many of them confuse with religion. They need these structures in order 

to emotionally feel safe. Others, when confronted with problems, try to get other people 

to solve them by throwing money at them. 

In our day, Jewish security is looked on almost exclusively as the product of 

giving money. It is by giving money that most modern day Jews express their 

commitment to Judaism and to Jewish security. Jewish security and identity are viewed 

by them as only and only a function of whether or not a person gives to Jewish 

institutions. 
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Soon we are to celebrate the holiday of Pesach. This holiday we celebrate in a 

very elaborate manner. We rid ourselves of chometz. We have a Seder. We eat matzah. It 

is a holiday filled with many symbols and requires the family to be together. The Rabbis 

say that the distinguishing and most important feature of Pesach is the commandment to 

speak about the Exodus from Egypt. That’s why we read the Haggadah at the Seder. The 

Rabbis, though, ask, why do we say that this reciting of the Exodus of Egypt is the most 

distinguishing part of this festival since we are commanded to remember the Exodus 

from Egypt every day? We mention the Exodus from Egypt every day in our Tefillin and 

in our prayers. It is found in the Kiddush and in almost all Jewish practices. What is so 

unique and different about our recital of the Exodus from Egypt on Pesach? 

The Minchas Chinuch answers this question by saying that the reference to the 

Exodus during the course of the year may take the form of a monologue. On the night of 

Pesach, it must be in the form of a dialogue. The Haggadah, itself, is set up in dialogue 

fashion. The children ask the four questions. The father answers them and the whole 

structure of the Haggadah, itself, is a question and answer structure. On Pesach, the 

whole emphasis is on dialogue, the dialogue between God and Israel which is represented 

by parts of the Haggadah and by the Song of Songs which is chanted on Pesach, the 

dialogue between generations, the dialogue between man and nature as represented by 

spring, the dialogue between Israel and the nations of the world which is represented by 

the Egyptian bondage and our subsequent redemption and the dialogue between our past 

and our future as represented by Eliyahu Hanavi. 

Pesach tells us, in essence, that there is no such thing as security in life. There is 

only a constant dialogue. There is no one point in life now where everything is constant. 

Everything moves and is in flux. We must constantly dialogue with everyone around us, 

even with God in order just to maintain our present position. Those people who feel that 

they can make life risk-free by throwing only money at problems or by fleeing into man 

made structures are fooling themselves. Pesach teaches us that we are all vulnerable. It 

teaches us that life constantly zigs and zags. We Jews one day, in the person of Joseph, 

were ruling Egypt. The next day, we were slaves. No one should ever feel that he is 

immune from the ups and downs of life. He is not. However, this need not make us 

despair. We can always make something beautiful out of life if we learn how to dialogue 

with God, with our spouse, with our children, with our family, and with our friends. 

Pesach is meant to teach us that because we are vulnerable, we need God and we need 

each other. The way to overcome our vulnerability is by helping God, by helping each 

other. Because we know that we all can suffer, we should sympathize with those that do 

suffer and we should help them. 

These ideas are emphasized by the commandment that Moshe is given by God to 

tell the people to sprinkle the blood of the lamb on the two doorposts and the lentil. The 

lamb, of course, was the symbol of idolatry. The Jews had to completely reject Egyptian 

idolatry before they could be freed. Moshe, when he tells the people to sprinkle the blood, 

tells them to sprinkle it on the lentil first and then on the doorposts. He reverses the order. 

Why did he reverse the order? The answer given is that there are two aspects to religion, 

two pillars, two doorposts. One pillar of religion is the pillar that allows a person to fulfill 

his need for structure and meaning in the world by helping him feel needed, by helping 
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him dialogue with God. The other pillar of the Jewish religion is the pillar which allows a 

person to relate to the world, by showing him how to do good in the world, how to help 

others, how to dialogue with people. 

Many times, these two pillars are not joined in the same person. To some people, 

religion is only a personal matter. They, in effect, turn it into something very selfish. It 

gives them so much satisfaction. It seems to solve so many of their problems. It makes 

them so self-righteous. This type of religion is an illusion. The other pillar of religion 

allows us to reach out to others. It allows us to help. Sometimes, though, it causes people 

to feel that religion is something unpleasant, something which is not in a person’s best 

interests. People begin to feel that if something benefits them, it is irreligious. If it is 

something which causes them pain, then it is religious. This, too, is a perversion of 

religion. 

Moshe knew that what he had to stress were not these two pillars of religion but 

the lentil, the connection between these two pillars. What is it that connects them? It is 

the family. Why the family? Because in order to have a true family, dialogue is required, 

dialogue with man and dialogue with God. The Seder is held at home as are most Jewish 

religious observances. Our dialogue with God is never meant to exclude others. It is 

meant to allow us to get closer to others. The two pillars of religion must always be tied 

together if we are to become truly inwardly secure. 

Life, itself, is never risk-free, even the matzah tells us that. If we would make 

matzah from rice or corn instead of wheat, then we would not run any risk of having the 

water stay too long on the dough and cause the matzah to become chometz. We don’t do 

it, though, because matzah represents life and life is always full of risks. Security can 

never be gained by avoiding life. Security can only be gained in life by learning to 

dialogue and dialogue means giving totally of yourself and being willing to listen to 

others giving of themselves. At the Seder, we do not just talk about slavery and freedom, 

we literally experience them. We learn to give of ourselves and to listen to others giving 

of themselves. 

Do we want security? We can have it but we must learn to dialogue, to dialogue 

with our spouses, with our children, with our friends, and with God. Judaism will be 

secure, too, when Jews listen to its teachings in all phases of their life. Giving money 

alone just won’t do. We have to learn to dialogue, to give of ourselves, and to listen to 

others. 

What do you concentrate on? 

Life is a difficult proposition. So many things in it are ambiguous. The same 

qualities, which by themselves are admirable, can, when pushed to access, lead to 

abominations. Even self-sacrifice, when intertwined with false notions, can lead to human 

sacrifice, Nazi stormtroopers, indiscrimate death, etc. There is so much in life that is 

horrible and terrifying alongside that which is good, beautiful and ennobling. It is 

sometimes very difficult to sort out which is which. Unfortunately, there have been those 

in this world who have sought to find the source of all moral ugliness outside of 
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themselves and their group and therefore, have tried to conquer the horrifying aspects of 

life by eliminating these so called offending groups. They have thus only added more 

horror and moral ugliness to the world. 

The holiday of Pesach is the Jewish answer to the problem of the world’s 

ambiguousness. We are bidden to celebrate a holiday whose name means to skip or pass 

over. This name can also mean to be lame or halting. The angel of death, of horror will 

pass over the Jewish home when it puts all notions of blood and terror outside its door 

and concentrates, instead, on developing itself and on stressing the positive and morally 

beautiful aspects of life. A Jewish home which stresses and tries to penetrate the blood 

and horror of life will invite the very despair which it hopes to avoid. True, life has its 

disappointments and its bitterness but they can be dispelled if we remember that we can 

live on matzah as well as bread as long as we live with hope and concentrate on life’s 

positive side and not its negative one. Questions will remain. But life can still go on with 

song. Elijah’s cup is our symbol of life’s unanswered questions. According to the 

Talmud, Elijah will come at the end of days and answer all unanswerable questions. Our 

business is not to answer all questions now. That’s Elijah’s job when he will come. Our 

job is to act in a morally correct way, as if there are answers to all questions. It is no 

shame to go through life haltingly, as long as we don’t add to life’s horrors. But to go 

through life supremely confident, constantly adding to life’s horrors, is a real crime. 

Unfortunately in our day, there are many who feel that by concentrating on horror, they 

can banish it. They soon learn they only grow accustomed to it and deepen it. Not only 

physical freedom came to us in Egypt when we held a Seder but also the freedom from 

being held captive to life’s horrors. Moral ugliness exists but it can be conquered if we 

concentrate on the family and on all its members. What do you concentrate on? 

Do you give your children a song? 

Pesach lasts 7 days (8 days in the diaspora) because our forefathers’ freedom was 

not assured until the Egyptian army was destroyed on the 7th day after the exodus when 

the Red Sea returned to its regular course and Pharaoh’s chariots and horsemen were 

swept away. Pharaoh had changed his mind after he had expelled our forefathers and he 

mobilized his army in order to recapture his former slaves and return them to bondage. 

After his army was destroyed, we gained our freedom forever. To mark this event, we 

read a special Torah portion which bears the name Shirah, the song. It is not called the 

deliverance, the victory or some other such name but Shirah, the song. Why should this 

be? Why should this pivotal event in Jewish history be known as the song, the poem? 

What’s more, why isn’t the main celebration of Pesach centered on this event rather than 

on the night of the exodus? After all, the Jewish people really weren’t free until the 

Egyptian army was destroyed. 

It seems to me that the answer to these questions throws into sharp focus what it 

means to be a Jew and what sort of attitude a Jew must have if Jewish history is to 

continue. The important things in Jewish history are not the deliverances, the spectacular 

events, not even the great achievements but the song, the poetry which makes all these 

deliverances and spectacular events possible. Pesach’s main celebration is centered upon 

the night of the exodus because it was then that the Jews of Egypt reaffirmed their Jewish 
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vision. It was then that the song and poetry of the Jewish mission and dream was 

engraved upon their hearts! It was this song which allowed them to leave Egypt with only 

matzah, enter an inhospitable desert and brave the almost sure pursuit of Pharaoh’s army. 

It was this song which allowed them to survive and have courage. It was this song which 

caused their deliverance on the Red Sea. Unfortunately in our time, in too many Jewish 

homes, there is no song. Parents are willing to give their children everything but a song, a 

poem, a vision of the future. In these homes, there may be a past but the song of the 

future is dead. They live only for the present and suffer the perils (drugs, hopelessness, 

etc.) that this condition brings. Without a song, there can be no deliverances, no Jewish 

history. With it, everything is possible. Do you give your children a song? 

How do you celebrate freedom? 

If one looks carefully at all the symbols and customs which surround Pesach, one 

cannot help but be struck by the frequency with which the number four occurs. There are 

the four questions, the four sons, the four cups of wine, the four names for Pesach itself 

and the four virtues by which the Jews in Egypt, according to the Midrash, made 

themselves worthy to be redeemed. Why should this number four constantly re-occur? 

What’s more, why, in our prayers, should Pesach be referred to as “Zeman Chairutainu”, 

the time of our freedom? There are two other words, in Hebrew, for freedom, Dror and 

Chophesh but they are never used in conjunction with Pesach. Only the word Chairut is 

used. Why? It seems to me that the answers to these two questions are inter-related. Four, 

in Hebrew, is the symbol for family. In Judaism, each family is supposed to have a 

minimum of one boy and one girl. Only then is the commandment to be fruitful and 

multiply fulfilled. The number four, recurring over and over again in the Seder, is to 

remind us that none of us is really free unless we have a family to which we belong and 

for which we can work. All of us, in this day and age, are aware of the desirability of self-

achievement; nay, its necessity. But unfortunately, too many of us find out too late that 

achievements are not enough. We have to have someone or some family to bring these 

achievements to. Each of us needs an appreciative loving audience, otherwise, what good 

are our achievements? To be free to work and to achieve, we need someone who’ll 

appreciate our achievements. Otherwise sooner or later, we will stop working - stop 

achieving. That’s why, I believe, that the freedom we obtained on Pesach is never 

referred as a Dror or Chophesh. These terms connote only freedom from work, from 

enslavement. They don’t have any positive meaning of achievement. The term Chairut, in 

Hebrew, also has a second meaning of engraving, of making your mark in the world. 

Freedom, to the Jew, means achieving. Each of us knows that we Jews can only properly 

celebrate freedom, Pesach, if we are seated at home with our family. How do you 

celebrate freedom? 

Are you looking for special water? 

In the Talmud, Pesachim 42, a strange story is told about a Rabbi Masnah, who 

while informing the people of his city how to bake Matzah for Pesach, cautioned to them 

to use only mayim shelanu. Now the expression mayim shelanu, in Hebrew, has two 

meanings. It can mean our water or water which has been taken from a lake or well and 

allowed to stand in a container overnight. The people, upon hearing Rabbi Masnah’s 
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instructions and not being versed in the technical terms of Matzah baking, thought that 

Rabbi Masnah was referring to the expression “our water” and they interpreted his 

instructions to mean that when it came time for them to bake their Matzah they should 

come to him or to another rabbi for special water in order to bake their Matzos. Rabbi 

Masnah had to inform them that he had no special water to give the people nor did any 

other Rabbi. They were just to use ordinary water. They should just let it stay overnight, 

that in order to bake proper Matzos, a person had to draw water for it from the night 

before. There was no magical water. This is, indeed, a strange story. Why did the Talmud 

have to mention it? Hasn’t it happened many times that Rabbis or others with special 

skills or knowledge are misunderstood when they try to transmit their knowledge or skill? 

It seems to me, though, that this anecdote has much to teach us today. When, in 

the olden days, did they use to bake Matzah? They used to bake Matzah on the morning 

of Erev Pesach, the day before Pesach. They then had to draw the water for this Matzah 

the night before, the very same night, when in every Jewish home, a search for chometz 

was to be made, when every bit of chometz was to be searched out from every Jewish 

home and heart. The Rabbis tell us, though, that before this search could begin, the water 

was to be drawn for the Matzah baking of the next morning. Before you can go start 

looking for the chometz, which symbolically is taken to mean our faults and vices and 

uproot them, you must first be willing to provide an alternative. You must first be willing 

to change, be willing to provide positive experiences to fill the needs which up to now 

have been filled by negative experiences. If you aren’t willing, then all your searching 

will be in vain. 

Unfortunately in our day, far too many people fail to realize this. They feel that if 

they just search out their problems, understand them, everything will be all right. They’re 

usually very disappointed. Just understanding your problems won’t help unless you are 

also prepared to change and to fill your needs with positive experiences rather than 

negative ones. There is no magic water. In order to bake Matzos, you first must have to 

draw the water from the night before. In order to live with yourself, be at peace with 

yourself, you must be willing to change. Only then will your searching help. Are you 

looking for special water or are you willing to change? What does mayim shelanu mean 

to you? 

Are we destroying freedom? 

The number four predominates at the Seder table. The Haggadah begins with the 

asking of the four questions. We drink four cups of wine. We talk about the four different 

kinds of sons. Why is this so? Our Rabbis tells us that this is to remind us of the four 

expressions of redemption which God used when He assured Moshe that He would 

redeem Israel from Egypt. But why did God have to use four different expressions? Why 

couldn’t He have just assured Moshe that He would redeem the Jewish people by using 

one expression, the expression V’goalti. This is the common Hebrew expression which is 

used when we talk about redeeming captives or slaves. Why did He have to use so many 

expressions? 
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Perhaps, the answer to this question lies in the expression V’goalti. The root of 

that word, in Hebrew, means not only to redeem, to liberate, but also to pollute. Pollution 

and freedom are inextricably linked. Why should this be so? Perhaps it is because they 

are both the result of single mindedness. What, after all, is pollution? 

Pollution is the concentration of all our resources to accomplish a goal oblivious 

to the disastrous effects the results we achieve may have on the total life of an individual, 

society or physical environment. The goal may be good, but in achieving it, we destroy 

everything eventually, even the goal we seek. God, when He told Moshe that He was 

liberating the Jewish people, assured Moshe that their liberation, their singleminded 

concentration on gaining their freedom would not only free them but also enoble, save 

and purify them. It would do this because it was to be buttressed by complementing 

social and moral ideals. Unfortunately, there are so many people today who are so 

engrossed in their own goals of personal fulfillment or personal happiness that much of 

the social and moral fabric of our society has become so flimsy and neglected that it is 

rapidly becoming polluted. To them, the lesson of Pesach speaks. Freedom is essential 

but it always must be buttressed by social and moral ideals or it will soon destroy itself. 

What does freedom and success do to you? 

Pesach is, in many ways, a strange holiday. How do we celebrate this holiday 

which marks our appearance as a free people? We celebrate it principally by abstaining 

from all leaven and leaven products, bread, etc. What a strange way to celebrate freedom! 

What’s more, look at the two Biblical names for this holiday. Neither of them really have 

to do with freedom. Pesach, which commemorates the fact that the angel of death passed 

over the Jewish homes and Chag Hamatzos which again stresses the fact that on this 

holiday we eat unleavened bread and not regular bread. It seems to me that the Torah, by 

its choice of names for this holiday and by its insistence that we abstain from leaven, was 

telling us something very important about freedom and success. 

For years, we Jewish people were slaves in Egypt. We were oppressed and 

degraded. Finally, we were granted our freedom and hurried out of the country. The 

Torah tells us that we were so hurried that we didn’t have time to even let our bread rise 

and left with unleavened bread. 

In Jewish literature, leaven is always the symbol for emotions grown overripe. 

The Jewish people left Egypt in such a hurry that they did not have time to indulge in 

those emotions which usually accompany a people when they attain their freedom, the 

urge to revenge all their previous wrongs, to change places with their oppressors and 

oppress them. We thus avoided the tragedy of most liberation movements and learned an 

invaluable lesson about freedom. 

Freedom and success, if they are to be real and enduring, must do more than just 

have the oppressed and oppressors change places. They must change society radically by 

eliminating oppression and poverty for everyone. That is why the first thing a free people 

must do is eat matzah. The same can be said for individuals. Their success, many times 

instead of making them more compassionate, makes them harder. They had to suffer to 
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make it so let others suffer, too, if they want to make it. Pesach teaches us that this 

shouldn’t be so. First of all, our success is not due to our efforts alone. Thus, the name 

Pesach. The Jews, true, because of their tenacity and devotion earned their freedom, but 

they only achieved it because God saw to it that the Angel of death passed over their 

homes. Secondly, if our freedom and success is to mean anything, if it is to make us 

really human, then we must learn to eat matzah, to curb our over-ripe emotions and be 

compassionate to others. Thus, the name Chag Hamatzos. 

What is your reply? 

On the Seder Table, in addition to the Seder Plate, we have three covered matzos 

placed one on top of the other. The top and bottom matzos we leave whole but the middle 

matzah we break. Why? Why should we break the middle matzah? And why should our 

rabbis insist that we break the middle matzah and no other? We know that the reason we 

have three matzos on the table is because two of the matzos represent the double loaves 

which we have on every Jewish holiday and Sabbath. Our holidays and Sabbaths must be 

celebrated with an abundance of food and the double loaves symbolize the double portion 

of manna the Jewish people received every sixth day in the wilderness in order to 

celebrate Sabbath. The third matzah stands for the Lechem Oni or bread of affliction 

which the Jewish people ate in Egypt. That’s why the third matzah must be broken, to 

symbolize the low substance level on which our forefathers existed in Egypt. 

But why should we break just the middle matzah? The answer to this, I believe, 

lies in the expression Lechem Oni. Lechem Oni, in Hebrew, has another meaning. It 

means also the “Bread of Reply”. This bread was the Jewish people’s reply to their 

persecution. Instead of spending the few free minutes they had to bake proper bread, they 

chose instead to bake poor bread and devote the remainder of their time to their spiritual 

betterment. This was their reply to the threatened loss of Jewishness. They were willing 

even to make their lives even harder for the sake of their spiritual heritage. Unfortunately, 

in our day, there are many who when they are faced by a threatened loss of Jewishness or 

a material retrenchment, always choose to sacrifice their Jewishness. That’s why, I 

believe, our Rabbis have us break the middle matzah. 

Inevitably our prosperity is affected when we lose our Jewishness, our moral 

fiber. Many times, we can only maintain ourselves materially if we are willing to retrench 

for spiritual values. In order to get to the top matzah, we have to, many times, go through 

the broken one. Let us remember that we were eventually redeemed from Egypt only 

because we were willing to eat Lechem Oni. 

Are you free? 

Immediately before we eat the main meal at the Seder, we eat a piece of matzah 

and a piece of bitter herbs dipped in charoses. We first eat the matzah and then the bitter 

herbs. This order seems completely wrong. Matzah is the symbol of our freedom. 

We eat matzah on Pesach in order to commemorate the fact that when our 

ancestors left Egypt they did it in such haste that they did not even have time to let their 
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bread rise. Matzah is a result of our freedom, of the tumult and excitement which 

accompanied it. The bitter herbs, on the other hand, are a symbol of our slavery. This is 

accentuated by our dipping it into charoses, symbolic of the bricks our forefathers were 

forced to make in Egypt. 

Since the whole point of the Pesach Seder is to celebrate our going out from 

slavery to freedom, why don’t we eat the bitter herbs first and then the matzah? We 

would then be going symbolically from slavery to freedom. Instead, it looks like we are 

doing the opposite, going from freedom to slavery. 

I believe that the Haggadah is telling us something very important about slavery. 

Our rabbis tell us that the Jewish people in Egypt had become accustomed to their 

slavery. They had learned how to tolerate it. It was only after they had their first taste of 

freedom that they realized the full bitterness of their slavery. 

This, unfortunately, is also the pattern today. How many of us, today, are enslaved 

by passing fads and activities which we don’t have the slightest interest in but which we 

feel that every modern person should be part of, or by the comments of our friends or 

relatives, or by a way of life that is materially profitable but terribly dull? How many of 

us have thrown out Jewish concepts and practices which we really loved in order to 

appear to lead a life which we don’t find rewarding? The Haggadah here tells us all how 

we can tell whether or not we are leading lives of freedom. 

Step away from your present way of life. Return to some of the principles which 

you have forsaken and see then whether or not the life you are presently leading still 

looks good. If it doesn’t, then you know that you have been leading a life as filled with 

slavery as our forefathers did in Egypt. That’s why, I believe, we eat the matzah first on 

the Seder. First, we must free ourselves, step back a little from our present way of life to 

see whether or not it is putting us in slavery. That is why, I believe, we have been 

commanded to celebrate Pesach with all its restrictions for eight days out of the year. 

Each of us must step back a little bit from our regular life every year then come back to it. 

Only in this way can we tell if we are still free. 

What freedom demands 

The holiday of Pesach is known, in Jewish tradition, by four names. It is known as 

Chag Hamatzohs, the Holiday of Unleavened Bread; Chag Hapesach, the. Holiday of 

Passover; Z’man Cheiruseinu, the Time of Our Freedom; and Chag Ho’oviv, the Holiday 

of Spring. 

It seems strange that this central holiday, in Judaism, should be known by so 

many and such diverse names. After all, why do we need more than one name for 

Passover? And what does the name of Holiday of Spring have in common with the other 

names of Passover? True, spring occurs at Pesach time and the passing over of the Angel 

of Death, the matzah, and freedom are important chapters in the story of Pesach, but why 

were just these names chosen? Many other things occur around Pesach and there are 

many other important chapters in the Pesach story. Why isn’t this holiday called the 
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Holiday of the Full Moon or the Holiday of the Barley Harvest or the Holiday of the Ten 

Plagues or the Holiday of the Splitting of the Red Sea? Why were just these four names 

chosen? What aspects of the holiday do they illuminate? And how are they connected? 

It seems to me that Passover is first and foremost a holiday of spiritual freedom. It 

postulates the premise that a man must first be physically free before he can become 

spiritually free. But more than that, it tells us what we must do in order to attain and 

retain spiritual freedom. This, I believe, is the reason that this holiday is known by these 

four names and only these four names. 

Spiritual freedom demands four things from us. Without them, we will lose it or 

never gain it. The first name of Pesach is Chag Hamatzohs, the holiday of the unleavened 

bread. Matzah, in our tradition, is referred to as Lechem Oni - the bread of poverty. The 

Jewish people, when they left Egypt, did so in such haste that they were compelled to eat 

Lechem Oni - the bread of poverty. Freedom demands that we must be willing to suffer 

material loss in order to gain it and keep it. How often do we see Jews, in our day, 

compromise their religious principles for the sake of a better paying job or a few more 

dollars? Spiritual freedom and integrity can only be kept if we are willing to eat Lechem 

Oni - the bread of poverty - in order to retain it. 

The second name of Pesach is Chag Hapesach, the Holiday of Passover. Here 

again, a basic Spiritual Freedom is listed. When the Jews were in Egypt, they were 

commanded to take a lamb, an animal worshipped by the Egyptians, slaughter it, sprinkle 

its blood on the doorposts so that the Angel of Death would pass over them, and then eat 

the lamb. In other words, they were told to risk, at the very least, the sneers and insults of 

their Egyptian neighbors and the Jewish fellow-travellers for going against the current 

idols and standards of their day, and, at the most, physical danger for refusing to respect 

the current evils of their day. Spiritual freedom demands the willingness to withstand the 

sneers and scornful comments of your neighbors, Jewish and non-Jewish, in order to 

follow your religious principles, in order to do right even in the face of physical danger. 

How many times, in our day, have we seen Jews who have lost their spiritual integrity 

because they were afraid to be laughed at? They feared their neighbor’s sneers. 

The third name of Pesach is Z’man Cheiruseinu-the Time of our Freedom. Notice, 

it is not called the holiday of our freedom, but the Time of our Freedom. Spiritual 

freedom demands that we never lose it by not asserting it now. It must be constantly 

guarded. Once we let it slip, it is gone. How many of us, like the Jews in ancient Egypt, 

when they first began to be enslaved, thought that now wasn’t the time for protest? Later, 

not now. How may of us have surrendered our spiritual integrity thinking that it’s only 

for a short time, that we’ll soon reassert it but never have? Spiritual freedom demands 

that we exercise it always. This is the Time of our Freedom. Now, not later. 

The holiday of Pesach is also know as Chag Ho’oviv, the Holiday of Spring. This 

name, too, symbolizes a basic demand of spiritual freedom, hope. Spring is the time of 

rebirth and renewal. We must never lose hope. We must always feel that we can renew 

the world, that even though not everyone recognizes our spiritual principles, they will 

eventually. We must feel this way. If we feel things will never change, that right will 
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never prevail, then we will give up and surrender our spiritual integrity. How many Jews 

do we see about us who have given up their spiritual principles because they have lost 

hope in seeing them fulfilled? The four names of Pesach then symbolize freedom’s 

demands upon us. I hope and pray that we are all worthy of them and that none of us will 

ever lose his spiritual freedom. 

Will Judaism survive? 

Much has been said and written, in recent years, about the Jewish survival. This 

subject has obsessed the minds of some of the greatest Jewish thinkers of our age. Many 

of them have been convinced that, slowly but surely, the Jews, as Jews, will disappear - 

those living outside of Israel will become completely assimilated and those living in 

Israel will lose their distinct identity and become just inhabitants of a small Middle-

Eastern state (like any other small Middle-Eastern state). Because of this, all sorts of 

programs have been put forward to ensure Jewish survival. Many of them have been well 

thought out and others have been pure bunk. Perhaps this whole discussion of Jewish 

survival can be clarified and put in better perspective by taking a closer look at the 

redemption of the Jews from Egypt - the event which Passover celebrates. It is well 

known that the Jews were physically enslaved by the Egyptians but it isn’t as generally 

well known that they were also spiritually enslaved (a bondage of their own choosing). 

Our Rabbis tell us that they were immersed in idolatry and, in most respects, little 

different from their Egyptian masters. Yet, they survived with their culture and sense of 

historical continuity intact. They maintained their identity. This was no mean feat, 

because, as history has borne out, enslaved peoples almost always lose their culture and 

sense of historical continuity and adopt albeit, in modified forms, their master’s culture 

(i.e., the American Negro). 

The Rabbis go on to tell us that the Jews were able to do this because (1) They 

maintained the purity of the family (there were no incestuous relationships among them). 

(2) They did not change their names.(3) They clung to the Hebrew language.(4) They 

helped one another with genuine concern (if one finished his quota of bricks, he 

immediately helped others who hadn’t~(5) They were not evil tongued (one Jewish group 

did not try to tear another Jewish group down). Perhaps in analyzing whether or not the 

American Jewish community can survive we should apply these criteria. It is undeniable 

that most American Jews do not possess that powerful faith in the Jewish religion and 

way of life which characterized past Jewish generations. And it is certain that many of 

our coreligionists differ little in thought and action from our non-Jewish neighbors. 

The question then remains whether we American Jews can meet the minimum 

standards which ensured Jewish survival in the past. Do we still believe with our whole 

heart in the importance of the family or do we sanction or even encourage its weakening? 

Do we take pride in our Jewishness or are we so ashamed of ourselves that we shun 

Jewish names or commonly accepted Jewish names? Do we still cling to the Hebrew 

language and the literature written in it or do we consider it archaic baggage which 

should be disregarded? Do we still feel a genuine concern for our fellow Jews and want 

to help them whenever and however possible or would we rather let them sink or swim 
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by themselves? Do all Jewish groups feel an underlying responsibility for every 

individual Jew no matter to what faction he belongs or are we so obsessed with our own 

faction that we would write off all the Jews who belong to other factions? The answers to 

these questions are not easy but unless a positive answer from a Jewish standpoint is 

elicited to all of them, then it may be true that American Jews, as Jews, will not survive. 

Let us hope and pray that this will not be the case and that we will survive and be 

spiritually redeemed also. 
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Lag B’Omer 

Are your fires burned out? 

Lag B’Omer, the 33rd day in the counting of the Omer, which always falls on the 

18th day of Iyar, is a lone happy, joyous day between Pesach and Shavuos. On this day, 

according to tradition, the terrible plague which devastated the students of Rabbi Akiva, 

who were fighting under the leadership of Bar Kochba in the last big revolt against 

Rome, ceased. Also, according to tradition, this is the day upon which Simeon Bar 

Yochai, one of the most famous of Rabbi Akiva’s disciples, died. In Israel, Lag B’Omer 

is celebrated in a very peculiar way. On this day, bonfires are lit and everyone sings and 

dances around them until either the fires go out or they are overcome with fatigue. 

What a strange way to celebrate this holiday. Tradition has it that on the day he 

died, Rabbi Simeon Bar Yochai’s bedside was surrounded by a brilliant flame which 

radiated throughout his home until the moment he died. In commemoration of this, it 

became customary to light bonfires. But why should this be so? Rabbi Simeon Bar 

Yochai is not the only personality whose presence was said to have radiated warmth and 

light. This is explicitly said of Moshe in the Bible and yet, this is in no way 

commemorated. 

It seems to me that the tradition of Rabbi Simeon Bar Yochai’s radiant personality 

and the terrible catastrophy, which overtook the Jewish people in his generation, are 

related. Because of the terrible sufferings they endured, many people had lost their 

capacity to feel. The fire within them had burned out. They existed but they could not 

feel. Rabbi Simeon Bar Yochai, who suffered more than most in that generation, having 

to spend seventeen years hiding in a cave, was able to restore their capacity to feel. After 

him, the numbness of the catastrophy lessened; the fires began to burn. Unfortunately, 

there are too many people for whom life is dull and meaningless. Their fires have burned 

out. To them, the holiday of Lag B’Omer speaks. Whatever your problems, whatever 

your fears, never let your fires go out. Perhaps, this is what Torah students are talking 

about rather than other things when they talk about the need to care, to be concerned, to 

be committed. 

Yom Haatzmaut and Lag B’Omer 

History has its ironies or quirks. Perhaps, it would be better to say that God guides 

the world’s destiny and within it His moving hand can be seen. The juxtaposition of the 

two Jewish holidays, which we celebrate this month, point in this direction - Yom 

Haatzmaut and Lag B’Omer. Yom Haatzmaut (Israel Independence Day) is a very new 

Jewish holiday. It celebrates the phoenix-like rebirth of the Jewish State in 1948. Among 

Jews the world over, this day has taken upon itself religious significance. Among most 

religious circles, this holiday is celebrated by reciting Hallel (the Jewish prayer of 

Thanksgiving reserved for special holidays like Passover, Chanukah, etc.). And, it is 

looked upon as a partial fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel, a sign of the first step 

toward the Messianic era which, in God’s own time, will surely follow, and a proof that 

God does guide the destiny of the Jewish people. 
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It is interesting to note where, in the Jewish calendar, this holiday falls. It falls 

between Passover and Shavuos, a time of semi-mourning, a time when no weddings are 

performed (except for a few specially designated days, Rosh Chodesh, and Lag B’Omer) 

and when personal merrymaking is held to a minimum. The reason for this mourning (at 

one time, this period was a very joyous one) is the destruction of the last Jewish 

sovereign state (132-135 C.E. under the leadership of Bar Kochba) and the great loss of 

life and havoc that this unhappy event wrought -especially to institutions of Jewish 

learning. Only Lag B’Omer, the 33rd day of this 49 day period, is a happy. one. It was on 

this day only, our Rabbis tell us, that Rabbi Akiva’s pupils (he was the greatest Rabbi and 

teacher of his day who had 24,000 pupils all of whom were in the army fighting for 

Jewish independence) stopped dying. It was the loss of this short-lived independence and 

the ruthless suppression of this revolt by Rome which finally sealed the fate of the 

Second Jewish Commonwealth (much more than the destruction of the Second Temple) 

and caused us to go into exile. Now with the establishment of the State of Israel, the 

results of this holiday of Lag B’Omer and the period it symbolizes, are finally being 

reversed and our days of mourning are being turned into days of joy. 

Let us hope and pray that this really is so and that it will continue to be so. It 

seems that the coincidence of the Yom Haatzmaut, falling within this period of mourning 

for Israel’s last independent State, is no quirk of history but part of God’s plan for the 

redemption of Israel, and that God will, surely as we pray everyday in the Shemoney 

Esrey, remove from us sadness and groaning and rule over us, He, Himself, with 

kindness, mercy and justice. 
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Shavuos 

What do you do week in and week out? 

The holiday of Shavuos is almost upon us. This holiday bears a very strange 

name. This holiday, which is pictured in the tradition as the holiday on which Israel and 

God were betrothed and which pictures the Torah as the marriage document which binds 

Israel and God, carries an almost absurd name. For the name Shavuos, in Hebrew, means 

weeks. What possibly could the name weeks have in common with the awesome events 

which surround this holiday, with the giving of the Ten Commandments, with the 

renewal of the covenant between God and Israel and with the making manifest by God of 

His will to His creatures. Why should this most important holiday be given such a prosaic 

name? A name which seems to reduce all its significance. It becomes nothing more than 

weeks. How can this be so? 

On closer examination, though, I believe that we have stated here a basic truth 

which, unfortunately in our generation, is mainly overlooked. You can tell what a person 

is and what he believes in by what he does with his time. What he does, week in and 

week out, is what he basically is. Many people proclaim loyalty to certain goals, to 

certain values, to certain principles, but then by the way they allocate their time, you can 

tell what they really think is important and what their real values in life are. The word 

Shavuos, in Hebrew, can also mean vows and promises but this meaning of Shavuos has 

never been accentuated in Jewish tradition because it is really irrelevant. Vows and 

promises, which are not backed up by the giving of time week in and week out, are 

meaningless and will quickly become null and void. The only promises that have any 

validity are those which are implemented continuously through time. 

Unfortunately, in our day, this lesson seems to be lost. Marriages break up, 

children become estranged from parents, groups and Jewish loyalties weaken not because 

of a conscious decision to do so, but (probably because of the many distractions of our 

age) because people are no longer willing to give them any time or sufficient time. It was 

not because of the awesome events which happened at Mt. Sinai that Israel became, and 

is, bound to God. It was because, and is because, of the time that Jews were, and are 

willing, to spend time on their religion week in and week out that the covenant 

relationship has been, and is, maintained. This is true of all marriages, all relationships. 

Will your relationship succeed? How do you spend your time? What do you do week in 

and week out? 

Are you deep or broad 

The holiday of Shavuos is just about upon us. It is peculiar that the holiday upon 

which we received the Torah is called by the name Shavuos, which means weeks in 

Hebrew. It is called weeks, our tradition tells us, because we count 7 weeks from the 

holiday of Pesach until we come to the holiday of the giving of the Torah. Therefore, the 

name weeks. Our Rabbis tell us that the Jewish people were not ready to receive the 

Torah when they left Egypt and had to undergo 49 different stages of growth, each 

represented by a different day, until they were deemed fit to receive the Torah. This 
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indeed seems strange. Are there only 49 ways to grow? And, why, after they received the 

Torah, aren’t any other days set aside signifying their future growth? 

It seems to me that we have here a profound truth being enunciated which has 

totally eluded our present generation. There are really only 2 ways that a person can 

grow. We can grow in breadth and in depth. Basically though, there is a limit to our 

growth in breadth. There are really only a limited number of positive human experiences. 

And, we, by the time we have reached our 20’s and certainly by the time we have 

married, have experienced them all. 

There may be endless variations on the same experience but it still remains 

basically the same experience. After we reach a certain age, just as we physically stop 

growing, we stop experientally growing too. Our duty, then, is to deepen our experiences 

and thus make them more meaningful. Unfortunately in our day, most people don’t 

realize this. They are afraid that they’re going to miss something and instead of 

concentrating on deepening existing relationships and experiences, they are constantly 

looking for new ones only to be disappointed because, basically, there are no new 

experiences. They, because they are concentrating on nonexistent breadth, lose all depth 

and thus all feelings of belonging and feelings of fulfilling accomplishment. Shavuos 

teaches that after the Jewish people became aware of life’s positive experiences, it was 

then their duty and pleasure to deepen these experiences. This is what the Torah is all 

about. Are you deep or broad? 

Do you want to grow? 

Shavuos, the holiday of Zeman Matan Torosainu, the time of the giving of our 

Torah, is once again here. On this holiday, we Jews celebrate the receiving of our holiest 

object, the Torah, the book of man’s encounter with God, the book in which the basic 

moral and religious teachings of our faith are inscribed. In the Synagogue, when the Ark 

is opened and the Torahs are revealed, we all stand and when the Torah is carried to the 

reading table and passes among the congregation, we all reach out with our talaiseem and 

touch the Torah and then kiss our talaiseem. 

Services can be held without a Synagogue but not without a Torah. The Torah is 

our holiest object. Yet, there is something strange about the ritual purity laws concerning 

the Torah. As we all know, someone ritually impure could not enter the ancient Temple 

in Jerusalem nor could he partake of the sacrifices there nor could a Cohen or Priest eat 

Terumah or the priestly offering if this offering was ritually impure. The law concerning 

the Torah is that anyone who is ritually impure can read the Torah. This is fine and good. 

But the law goes on to say that if anyone touches a Torah, he or she becomes ritually 

impure. Why should this be so? What sense does this make? 

In order to answer this question, I think we have to understand what ritual 

impurity was and is. It is a sense of psychological imbalance and has nothing to do with 

immoral behavior. In fact, sometimes, by doing the most commendable good deed, one 

can become ritually impure in the highest degree, i.e., burying the dead. Anything, which 

psychologically imbalances us or which makes us depressed or makes us feel guilty in a 
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non-moral sense, causes us to become ritually unclean. In other words, this law tells us 

that when we come into contact with the Torah, we should feel uneasy. Unfortunately in 

our day, there are far too many people who, because they do not live up to the Torah in 

its fullest sense, do not want to study or learn it precisely because studying it makes them 

feel uneasy. It makes them feel inadequate and they don’t want to recognize their 

inadequacies. To them, this law speaks. We should all feel uneasy when we come into 

contact with the Torah. We are all inadequate. The important thing is to recognize our 

inadequacies and then to grow. Unfortunately, there are far too many people who do not 

want to recognize their inadequacies? Do you know your inadequacies? Do you want to 

grow? 

Do you eat unworked barley or bread? 

Shavuos is, in many ways, a strange holiday to understand. First of all, nowhere in 

the Torah is the exact day upon which we are to celebrate it given. The Torah merely tells 

us that “Ye shall count ... from the day that you brought the sheaf of the waving; seven 

weeks shall there be complete ... and ye shall present a new meal offering unto the Lord.” 

On the second day of Pesach, an omer of barley was offered at the Temple and then seven 

weeks later, on Shavuos, two loaves made from wheat were waved over the altar. Why 

wasn’t the exact date mentioned? Secondly, why is it necessary to count each day 

between Pesach and Shavuos? 

It seems to me that the answers to these questions lie in the types of grain 

sacrifices that were brought to the Temple on both Pesach and Shavuos. On Pesach, 

unworked barley is brought while on Shavuos, loaves made from processed wheat are 

offered. Pesach is really a holiday which celebrates man’s potentiality. Without freedom, 

man cannot even potentially attain the spiritual heights to which he is capable. His 

slavery obliviates this possibility. Shavuos, on the other hand, stands for spiritual 

achievement. It is the holiday upon which we received the Torah. Spiritual, intellectual 

and moral attainment, though, Shavuos tells us, are only possibilities. They are not 

guaranteed to each of us. Each of us, if we want them, must work hard to attain them. 

True, we can survive physically without them, but we really can’t be human unless we 

attain at least part of them. Man is the only animal who, even in his physical nature, is 

incomplete. He is the only animal who must prepare his food before he can eat it and 

prepare his clothing before he can confront the ravages of the weather. 

If this is true for his physical state, how much more true is it for his spiritual and 

moral condition? Pesach is rich in ceremonies to emphasize that man potentially can rise. 

Shavuos, by its stress on counting the days prior to it, tells us that if man is to rise, he 

must work hard at it every day. On Pesach, unworked barley is offered. On Shavuos, 

loaves of wheat are offered. The preferred and rightful food of man comes only after 

much hard work. Many people do not realize this. To them, morality and goodness are 

spontaneous traits of man which need not be cultivated and processed. To them, Shavuos 

speaks. 
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How’s your progress? 

We are now in the period of counting. From the second night of Pesach until the 

holiday of Shavuos, we count each day. All told we count 49 days until we come to 

Shavuos, the 50th day, the holiday upon which we received the Torah. The Jewish 

people, when they left Egypt, were told that they would receive the Torah in 50 days so 

they, in anticipation, began counting the days, waiting anxiously for the time when they 

would receive the Torah. The Hebrew word for counting, though, has many meanings. 

The same word, in Hebrew, that means count can also mean to tell, to talk, to praise, to 

cut one’s hair, a book, a border district, a frontier and, even in one of its forms, a 

transparency. Why should this be so? And, why should this act of counting have been 

considered so important for the receiving of the Torah that we still remember it to this 

very day by repeating it every year? 

It seems to me that we have here one of Judaism’s main teachings on how to 

improve, on how to become a truly moral person. This period of counting, the Torah 

teaches us, was initiated by bringing a simple offering of barley flour which was used, in 

those days, mainly for animal feed. The Torah also tells us that this offering was made on 

behalf of the public and the phrase “to make you acceptable” was used which was not 

used in connection with any other public offering. The Jewish people, when they were in 

Egypt, were mired in the ways of the Egyptian culture from which they had to free 

themselves if they were to be worthy of receiving the Torah, if they were to make 

themselves acceptable. How were they to go about it? 

Some would say that they should make some gigantic effort to free themselves 

from their past. This is not what God had them do. He had them change gradually one 

step at a time. If one tries to leap all at once, he may end up in worse shape than before, 

maybe right on his face. The surest way to progress is to go step by step. That’s why, I 

believe, this word counting was used because it has all these other meanings which show 

how we are to proceed. We are to start from the frontier and work toward the center, from 

barley to wheat. We are to do things, which at first glance seem transparent, 

inconsequential like personal appearance, hair grooming, etc., a move on to other things. 

We should try to read a book, relate our experiences, learn to praise and appreciate. In 

this way, we will progress toward our goal of being better people. How are you 

progressing? Do you leap or are you going from step to step? How’s your progress? 

When is your Shavuos? 

Shavuos is unique among all the holidays which are mentioned in the Torah. The 

Torah does not state on which date it is to be celebrated. For all the other holidays, the 

Torah is very precise. It says, for example, that Pesach is to be celebrated on the 15th of 

the first month, Rosh Hashanna on the 1st of the 7th month, etc. But for Shavuos, all it 

says is that it should be celebrated seven complete weeks after Pesach. In fact, this 

imprecision led to several bitter fights between various ancient Jewish sects and Rabbinic 

Judaism as to just when, in Pesach, the counting of the seven full weeks should begin. 

What’s more, when the Jewish people arrived at Mt. Sinai to receive the Torah, the Torah 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES 

PAGE 192 OF 234 

HO1  16446v2 

again specifies no precise date. All that it says is that they arrived at Mt. Sinai bayom 

Hazeh, on this day. What is the reason for the Torah’s imprecision? 

It seems to me that the Torah, by this omission, is teaching us something very 

important. The day celebrated as Shavuos is known in the prayer book as the time of the 

giving of the Torah and not as the time of the receiving of the Torah, as it should be. 

This, as the Kotzker Rabbi points out, is because the giving of the Torah took place on 

one day while the receiving of the Torah takes place every day. This too, I believe, is why 

no date is mentioned in the Torah for Shavuos. It is to teach us that the Torah is necessary 

and that we must receive it every day if we want to implement the teachings of human 

dignity and freedom we learned from Pesach. This we do by studying and practicing it. 

Unfortunately, many people do not feel that the Torah is necessary for implementing the 

lessons of Pesach and never study or practice it. Perhaps that’s why the lessons of Pesach 

haven’t yet been implemented. 

There’s no harvest without planting 

Shavuos, it seems, is a very difficult holiday for the Jews of America to 

understand and appreciate. It has almost disappeared from the American Jewish scene. 

Why is this so? Why doesn’t it seize and hold American Jewry’s imagination any longer? 

Why doesn’t it have any meaning for them any more? After all, doesn’t it celebrate our 

receiving the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai? What ever could be greater and more 

important than that? 

I believe the answer to these questions lie in the peculiar nature of the holiday of 

Shavuos. It is, in essence, a harvest holiday. The other name for Shavuos is Chag 

Habbikkurim, the holiday of first fruits. It was immediately before this holiday that the 

wheat crop in Israel was harvested. Two loaves were taken and offered at the Temple in 

Jerusalem. In Rabbinic literature, this holiday is also known as Atzeres, the Concluding 

holiday, because it is considered the conclusion of Pesach, the harvest of Pesach. On 

Pesach we got our freedom and potentially Shavuos. We learned how to put freedom to 

good use. We even count each night between Pesach and Shavuos to show that Shavuos 

is the true harvest of Pesach. Shavuos, therefore, is a holiday which celebrates an ending, 

not a beginning. It doesn’t challenge a man to examine his actions and then begin again 

better. No, it celebrates a high point of human experience, a high point which can only be 

appreciated by people who have tried themselves to achieve. 

No person can understand or appreciate deeply the feelings of a farmer when he 

views his first grain unless that person also has tried to grow grain himself by planting, 

sowing, cultivating and doing all the other things necessary to grow grain. Grain, to 

someone who hasn’t tried to grow it, is taken for granted and, many times, wasted and 

misused. The same, I’m sorry to say, is true of most of American Jewry. They can’t really 

celebrate Shavuos because they’ve never taken the trouble to try to really learn how the 

Ten Commandments and all the Torah can be applied to their daily lives. They haven’t, 

through learning and diligence, made the Torah and Ten Commandments their own. As a 

result, I’m afraid they have grown careless with the Torah and its teachings, often 

misusing them and, many times, failing to appreciate them. I only hope and pray that 
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soon Shavuos will once again be celebrated by an American Jewry which, by its return to 

Jewish learning and practice, will have made it once again its-own. Without planting, 

there can be no harvest. 

Ideals must be practiced 

When contemplating the holiday of Shavuos, the day upon which we received the 

Torah, the question immediately arises, why do we celebrate this holiday in such a 

meager fashion? Shouldn’t it be filled with much pageantry and symbolic rites? 

Compared to all the other Jewish holidays, Shavuos is hardly even celebrated. There is 

nothing really distinctive about it except that we have the custom to eat dairy foods, 

blintzes in particular. But, there is no Seder, no Haggadah, no Shofar, no feasting, no 

palm branch, no Succah, no Menorah and no Grogger. It is a short nondescript holiday 

with no outstanding feature. Why is this so? Why has the Torah prescribed almost 

nothing in the way of observing this holiday? And why have our rabbis, who have taken 

such pains to elaborate and distinguish every other holiday, done nothing with Shavuos? 

Shouldn’t this be our biggest and most important holiday? After all, isn’t the only thing 

which distinguishes the Jewish people from all other peoples, the Torah. And what 

should be a more important holiday than the holiday upon which we received the Torah? 

Perhaps, this is not so strange as it first seems. What, after all, is the main purpose 

of the Jewish holidays? The Jewish holidays are more than mere memorial celebrations 

that remind us of things that happened in the distant past. Their main purpose is to stir a 

man into right action, to give him a clearer conception of what Torah is, to implant 

Jewish ideals within him, and to emphasize values and preconditions which are many 

times overlooked but without which Judaism would collapse. Pesach explains to us the 

importance of freedom, especially inner freedom as a precondition for Torah. Rosh 

Hashanna brings home to us the fact that we are accountable for our acts. Yom Kippur 

teaches us that no man is so bad that he can’t do T’shuvah, etc. Every Jewish holiday, 

thus, speaks to the soul of every living Jew who practices it, lifting him up higher and 

higher in his understanding of Torah. 

But, what does Shavuos do? Almost alone of all the Jewish holidays, it really does 

nothing more than commemorate an event. True, a very important event, but it doesn’t 

speak to our hearts. It does not give us a higher appreciation of Torah. True, it anchors 

Judaism to God and authenticates the other holidays and all of Jewish practice. But, it 

doesn’t, by its very nature, tell us how we can better practice Torah or understand it more 

deeply. The great problem for Judaism has never been what are the proper ideals, what is 

Torah but how do we put these ideals, Torah, into practice? How does one incorporate 

Torah into one’s daily life? 

Other religions have stressed proper belief but haven’t concerned themselves with 

whether a man puts them into practice or not. Just let him say that he believes, that’s 

enough. Judaism, on the other hand, has always stressed right practice. This is why, I 

believe, Shavuos is not stressed in Judaism. Ideals are not important unless they are 

practiced. It is not enough to proclaim one’s everlasting belief in Jewish values, one must 
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practice them. Being proud that God gave us the Torah is not enough unless we practice 

what is written in the Torah. 
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Rosh Hashonna 

Are you listening? Sight or sound? 

Rosh Hashonna is known as the Day of the Blowing of the Shofar. The Shofar is 

the major symbol of this holiday. Why should this be? Why should a holiday, which 

stresses man’s inner intentions, which calls us to live up to the best in ourselves and 

which stresses our responsibility to our Maker, have a Shofar as its major symbol? Why 

should a natural musical instrument, which is hard to play and whose sound is sometimes 

uncertain, be the center of our services? 

Judaism is a religion which has always stressed the ear over the eye. Hearing is a 

more difficult art than seeing. Sound comes from within. Sight deals only with surfaces. 

Other religions and philosophies have enshrined the image. We have enshrined the word. 

An image could always be captured, held static through a picture, a monument, a 

costume, an object, or even a few quick brushes in the sand, but the word, until our 

modern era, could never really be captured. Writing captured part of the meaning but not 

the tone, not the music, and not the depth of the word. Writing was static and for the eye. 

The word is dynamic and is really for the ear. 

In Judaism, it is very important to catch the word, only through hearing can we 

really communicate. The piercing cry of the oppressed, the down trodden, even of our 

own conscience can easily be camouflaged if the ear is not attuned. The spoken word is 

fleeting and must be grasped immediately and what must be grasped is not the external 

meaning but the internal force behind the words. This is the power of the Shofar. 

The Shofar calls us to listen and to hear not just the external meaning of the words 

but the internal meaning as well, to grasp the internal meaning, that which is fleeting as 

well as that which can be set down. Many people hear but do not grasp. Many people 

understand every word you say but not your true meaning. A flood of words and 

information will not communicate if the inner force of the words can not be heard. 

On Rosh Hashonna, there is no command to blow the Shofar, only to hear the 

Shofar. Too many of us, today, are concerned only with externals and not internals. We 

do not realize that external things give no satisfaction. You must have internal things if 

you are to be happy. Beautiful things are hollow if they do not have internal beauty, 

beautiful souls. Too many of us have sacrificed our inner meaning and spirit for external 

goals. The most beautiful house and car and even vacation will have no meaning unless 

the inner life of the person who enjoys them is always beautiful. 

Rosh Hashonna, according to the Rabbis, celebrates not only the beginning of the 

Jewish New Year but, also, the day when Joseph was freed from prison. Joseph, the 

beautiful, precocious, talented young man was not a success and could not be a success 

until he not only listened to his own dreams but also to the dreams of others. Only when 

he started to listen to the dreams of others was he able to realize his own dreams. He was 

only freed from prison after he listened to the dreams of the butler and baker. Only when 

he began to listen to others did he become beautiful inside as well as outside. 
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Unless we, too, like the mature Joseph will listen to others, give them the time and 

consideration they deserve, listen to their inner meaning as well as their external words, 

then we will always remain in prison. We will only see surfaces and we will always 

remain hollow. This year, let us truly learn to listen to the sound from within and not just 

see surfaces so that we will all become worthy of becoming beautiful not only outside but 

inside as well. 

Rosh Hashonna calls us to renew ourselves in the deepest recesses of our being. 

This we can only do if we truly listen. The sound of the Shofar calls us to listen to the 

cries all around us. Let our ears always be attuned to the uncertain, sometimes muffled 

sounds which demand our attention so that we will be able to listen to not only ourselves 

but, also, to others. 

The generation gap 

Much has been made of the crisis between generations. Many people feel that our 

generation is unique, that we have problems that never were and never have been before. 

Parents cannot seem to communicate with children and children cannot communicate 

with parents. Everyone says that things are different, times have changed. 

It’s true that we live in a different age with different problems than our parents 

and grandparents, but I doubt very much whether the human condition has changed at all. 

We all have the same basic problems of how to earn a living honestly, of how to relate 

lovingly to our family and friends, and of how to be good people in a hard unrelenting 

world. Some say that our age is different because we have the atomic bomb but this really 

is not so. Our ancestors had to face death from animals, plague, and war which was just 

as overwhelming and devastating as any atomic death we face. Life is constantly in flux 

but it always gravitates around the same problems. 

Rosh Hashonna proclaims this. It proclaims that everything is ever new and 

always the same. It allows us to make new beginnings around old problems. This 

probably explains why the Hebrew word “Shonna” means not only year but also to repeat 

and to change or to be different. Change and repetition constantly intertwine in life. 

All of us attack life’s basic problems, though, from our own vantage point. We all 

look at life’s basic problems and we remember where we were when we first began to 

grapple with them. Our memories of past experiences still shape us and choose for us our 

tactics in trying to solve life’s problems. They cause us to remember the hard times we 

had in the past, the close escapes we endured, the instruction we received, the temptations 

we overcame, etc. When we see life, we see it through the prism of our memory. That’s 

why, also, Rosh Hashonna is known as Yom Yazikoron, the day of remembrance. We 

once again gird ourselves to grapple with life’s problems, to make new beginnings, to 

resolve to act better morally and spiritually in life’s situations, but we still see life 

through our own past experiences. 

On the holiday of Rosh Hashonna, we read about the Akedah. We learn how 

Abraham was told by God to take his son, Yitzchak. Abraham thought he was 
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commanded to sacrifice him. God, though, did not say sacrifice him but to bring him up, 

lift him up. In this Torah portion, we read how Abraham takes two other boys with him 

as well but not to lift up. 

These boys go only part of the way and are told to remain while Abraham and his 

son, Yitzchak, go on. The Torah mentions specifically that Abraham and Yitzchak the 

“two of them went together”. They went together but, if you will notice, when Abraham 

returns to the two boys who were left behind, the Torah does not say that he and Yitzchak 

returned to the boys but only that Abraham returned. Abraham and Yitzchak confronted 

the same problems together, but they chose different paths to solve them. 

After Abraham was told that God did not want him to sacrifice his son, the Torah 

says “and Abraham lifted his eyes and he saw” Ayil Achar Ne’echaz Basvach which is 

usually translated as a ram in back of him caught in a thicket but which can also be 

translated as another strength, another power grappling with complexity. Then Abraham 

names the place “Adnaiyireh” and says, “In this mount God will be seen”. 

This all seems very strange. Why, now, is Abraham confident that God will be 

seen, and why did he make this statement after he saw another individual struggling with 

the complexities of this world? God had blessed Abraham before the Akedah by saying 

that his children would be as the stars of the heaven and a blessing to the nations. This 

same blessing is repeated after the Akedah. Why should Abraham receive the same 

blessing after the Akedah as before it? 

The answer, to my mind, is that now Abraham knows himself, from experience, 

that this blessing will be fulfilled. Abraham knows that God will be seen, his struggles 

will be continued because his son, Yitzchak, is struggling with life’s basic problems to 

reach Abraham’s same goal. He is struggling to make life more moral, more 

compassionate, and more just. 

In the incident of the Akedah, we read how Abraham took the knife to slaughter 

his son. The word used for knife, in Hebrew, is Ma’acheles which is a very unusual word. 

It is not the common word for knife. It can mean also food. Abraham, perhaps, thought 

that all his son was interested in was food, in the material things of life. He found, 

instead, that his son was, too, struggling to lead the just and compassionate life. He, 

though, had his own path. He did not share all of Abraham’s past. He was not molded by 

the experiences which Abraham had. He did not look at life through Abraham’s prism but 

he shared Abraham’s goal. Because of this, Abraham was confident his work would 

continue even though his son had a different path. 

Each generation looks at life through its own prism. Each generation must attack 

the basic problems of life in its own way. The problems do not change but the way they 

are perceived and attacked do. This is the way it should be. Each generation chooses its 

own path and each path is valid as long as each succeeding generation is bound to the 

past generation, is willing to recognize and sacrifice for the past generations. 
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The reason why Mount Moriah, the Temple Mount, is a holy place in Judaism and 

not Mount Sinai is because at Mount Moriah, one Jew was willing to sacrifice himself for 

another. The Akedah, the story of Abraham and Yitzchak, took place there. As long as 

each succeeding generation is concerned with and willing to tie itself to the past 

generation, acknowledging its debt to it and wishing to continue its work, then Judaism is 

secure. We do not have to worry about different outlooks or generation gaps. The only 

time we have to worry is when the younger generation wishes to abandon the older 

generation especially spiritually. Then we are in trouble. 

As we all welcome in the New Year, let us all remember this and let us all stand 

together, different generations with, perhaps, different points of view, but each 

committed to living a Jewish life, a moral life, a decent life. May the New Year bring us 

closer to achieving this way of life, and may we all be blessed with a New Year of health, 

happiness, prosperity, and self fulfillment. 

Are you whole? 

Rosh Hashonna, the holiday of new beginnings, is almost here. Rosh Hashonna 

proclaims that all things are ever new and always changing at one and the same time. Life 

is constantly in flux, but it always gravitates around the same problems, the same axises. 

We all, at Rosh Hashonna, make new beginnings at old problems. In fact, this probably 

explains the paradox that the word, Shonna, in Hebrew, means not only year but, also, to 

repeat and to change or be different. Change and repetition constantly intertwine in life. 

How, though, are we to cope with the constant demands which this intertwining of 

change and repetition makes upon us? What is it that is demanded of us? How can we 

both change and be the same, at the same time? 

It seems to me that the key to solving this problem lies in the word, Rosh, the first 

word of the holiday Rosh Hashonna. Rosh, in Hebrew, too, has many meanings. It can 

mean head, beginning, best, chief, summit, etc. But it, also, can mean poison, especially 

if the silent aleph is left out. Rosh is a peculiar word because the letter aleph in it is not 

pronounced at all. Usually, in Hebrew, every letter in a word has to be pronounced. Even 

the silent consonants have vowels under them or semi-vowels. But in this word Rosh, the 

aleph, the first letter in the Hebrew Alphabet has no markings whatsoever. It is there, but 

at first glance, it seems that it is completely ignored. This, however, is not really true. 

Because, if you would leave it out, you would no longer have a word which means the 

best, chief, beginning, etc., but you would have a word which means poison. Even if you 

would emphasize the oh sound of Rosh by adding a vav, which symbolizes the name of 

God, you would still have the world for poison, rosh. In fact, without this silent aleph, the 

root of the word without any vowels would signify a poor person, a beggar, poverty. 

Herein, I believe, lies one of Judaism’s main teachings to the world, a teaching which, by 

and large, is being ignored today, even by many Jews who consider themselves religious. 

In Judaism, the aleph stands for Echad for one, for unity, for the integrity of the universe 

and of the individual. It’s an intangible thing. But it colors everything we do. We cannot 

be all things to all people. We must have a personality which integrates the teaching of 

religion in all aspects of life. We must be willing and able to help and put ourselves out 

for everyone who needs our help. We must give the impression, always, that we care and 
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are concerned, that in our heart of hearts, we know that we are God’s junior partners in 

creation, and that our actions count not just for ourselves, but for the betterment of 

mankind, that more is at stake than our own sense of gratification. 

Unfortunately, there are many people who do not have this wholeness, this 

wholesomeness, this personal integrity. They try to be everything to everybody, not 

standing by the principles of morality and decency which Judaism demands, and they 

become spiritually poor and emotionally troubled. They can’t choose. They don’t know 

who they are or what they are. On the other hand, there are others who latch on to a few 

observances out of context and feel that they are doing their duty by man and God by 

keeping them, while at the same time, acting in a mean and selfish fashion. These people 

are poison to themselves and to those around them. They quickly become bitter and 

embitter others. They lack the intangible aleph, the wholeness of mind, thought and deed 

which are essential to create the Rosh, the Jew as a mentsch. May we all have this 

wholeness, this inner unity, this intangible integration of Judaism into all our lives and, 

thus, be worthy of a new year filled with good health, happiness, peace and prosperity. 

Can we be self contained? 

One of the great drives of modern man is to become self-contained, to become 

completely independent. We are constantly admonished to develop ourselves, to pursue 

happiness, to not let anyone or anything get in our way. The highest state is to need no 

one and nothing. Roaming free with no ties to anybody or anything, going where you 

want when you want is something to strive for. This idea has deep intellectual roots going 

back to the Greek philosophers who say that to intellectually contemplate the world 

needing no one or nothing is the highest ideal man can attain. The self-contained man is 

lauded. This attitude, of course, leads to many perversions, hatred of women, for 

example, because they represent a continuing need, and the suppression of all sentiment 

to the demands of momentary desires and the intellectual will. Judaism negates this 

philosophy 100%. 

Rosh Hashonna is known as Yom Haras Olom which literally means the day 

when the world was pregnant, and one of the major symbols of Rosh Hashonna is that of 

the weeping woman crying to have children. Sarah, Rachel, and Chana prayed for 

children on Rosh Hashonna. They had all been barren but they each bore a child after 

their prayers were answered on Rosh Hashonna. On Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, 

we pray for a Chayim Tovim, for a good life. To Judaism, what constitutes a good life is 

not a life of prosperity or a life of physical or intellectual achievement alone. The good 

life is a life in which a person knows that he or she is needed. 

Why did Sarah, Rachel, and Chana feel so terrible about being barren? They felt 

bad because they knew that they would never feel the Chayim Tovim fully, that they 

would never fully develop themselves unless they had a baby who needed them and for 

whom they could fulfill all its basic needs. 

Unfortunately, many people do not realize this today. They do not realize that the 

Chayim Tovim is the type of life which brings happiness not the life of roaming free. We 
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cannot shirk responsibilities or relationships which, many times, may seem arduous and 

restrictive and still lead the Chayim Tovim. We may accomplish much, we may learn 

much, and we may even materially prosper but we will not lead the Chayim Tovim, the 

good life, unless we feel that we are needed either by our children, our spouses, our 

parents, our relatives, our friends, our community, or our colleagues. Without a feeling of 

being needed, life becomes almost unbearable and loses all meaning. Skills are almost 

useless unless there is someone you can and want to use them for. It is the building of 

relationships which allow a person to realize meaning and holiness in life. 

On Rosh Hashonna, we all instinctively know this. On this holiday, which is so 

very personal on which we examine all our faults and look into the inner recesses of our 

being, we come to the Synagogue. We all instinctively know that we cannot find 

ourselves, that we cannot even discover who we are by being alone. We must come to the 

Synagogue and be with others to find ourself. In order to know that we count, that we 

have potential, we must be with people. This is the birthday of the world, Yom Haras 

Olom, the day the world is pregnant, pregnant with potential. We all know that we have 

this potential, too, to perfect the world and ourselves, but we must come to the 

Synagogue to confirm this and to assure ourselves that we are still needed. 

We also know that we have to listen to the call of the Shofar, to the cry of things 

outside of us if we are to be needed. We cannot hope to find ourselves unless we learn to 

listen to the cries of the world about us and to relate to them. When a baby is born, it is 

born with basic needs. When it lets out a cry, we must feed it or change it or move it. The 

baby allows us to grow. It, basically, contributes nothing to the world right then except it 

allows us to respond to its needs and, thus, allows us to grow in love and compassion in 

the Chayim Tovim. As the baby matures, it learns how to walk, to talk, and to take care 

of itself by imitating others. It then learns how to relate to others, how to listen to others’ 

cries and how to differentiate between them, how to respond to them. It grows mentally 

and physically when it learns how to respond to things outside itself. The very process of 

maturity is learning how to respond to others. 

This point is, again, made by our reading of the Akedah, the binding of Isaac, on 

Rosh Hashonna followed by a mundane recital of family matters. We learn how Abraham 

was commanded to take Isaac and sacrifice him. This was a terrible ordeal for Abraham. 

It flew in the face of everything he had been teaching for many years. Abraham was 

being sorely tested because it looked as if God was asking him to make the intellectual 

will the most important human value, that God was saying that a person should be self-

contained, that if this causes him to sacrifice his family and friends, so be it. A person 

must have complete freedom to follow his desires and intellect no matter what. God, 

however, told Abraham to stay his hand. God does not want us to sacrifice our family and 

be self-contained. Abraham had demonstrated he had courage but this was not the kind of 

courage God wants from us. He wants from us the courage to establish and maintain 

relationships. It’s not easy. Many times we’ll get hurt. That’s why immediately after the 

Akedah, we learn about some obscure details of Abraham’s family, about his brother, 

Nachor, and his children. It’s hard to live with people. It takes courage but this is the only 

way we can live a Chayim Tovim, a fulfilling life. 
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On Rosh Hashonna, the calls of the Shofar summon us to listen to the cries of 

others. The first Tekiah stands for personal achievement. But it is not enough. In order to 

get to the Tekiah Gedolah, the truly fulfilling life, we must go through the Shevoreem 

and Teruah which stand for the inevitable, frustrations, disappointments, restrictions, and 

excruciating effort which is necessary to make any relationship work but which, in the 

end, makes everything worthwhile. Rosh Hashonna bids us to find ourselves. It tells us 

we can. Each of us must display courage. It’s not by roaming free that we get the Chayim 

Tovim. It’s by knowing that we are needed and that we count and can be counted on. 

Do you see the hidden things? 

Rosh Hashonna is unique among all the Jewish holidays. It is the only one to fall 

on a new moon, on the very first day of a Jewish month. The Jewish Calendar is a lunar 

one, which means that every month must start with the appearance of a new moon. A full 

moon always appears in the middle of the month and the moon’s disappearance from 

view always signals the impending end of the present month. 

All the other Jewish holidays always appear well on into the month with Pesach 

and Succos always occurring during the full moon. The Rabbis use this fact that Rosh 

Hashonna is the only holiday to fall on the new moon, on the very first day of the month, 

to declare that Rosh Hashonna is the Day of Judgment, the day upon which God judges 

all his creatures and determines their fate for the coming year. They quote from Psalm 81, 

verse 4 to justify their choice of Rosh Hashonna as the Day of Judgment. This verse 

reads, “Blow the Shofar at the new moon, at the covered time for our feastday”. There is 

only one holiday which appears on the new moon and that is Rosh Hashonna so, 

therefore, Rosh Hashonna is and must be the Day of Judgment. This all seems very 

strange especially since the Torah, itself, in the Book of Numbers calls Rosh Hashonna 

the “day of blowing the horn”. Why did the Rabbis have to go to such lengths to justify 

Rosh Hashonna as the day of blowing and thus the Day of Judgment? What’s more, the 

sentence they quote from the psalms is a very ambiguous sentence and can be read 

another way. It can be read “Blow the Shofar at the new moon, at the full moon for our 

feastday”. The word Keseh, in Hebrew, is ambiguous. It can mean two things. It can 

mean either covered or full moon. This sentence can mean, then, that we are supposed to 

blow the Shofar both at the new moon and at the full moon. Why did the Rabbis have to 

choose such an ambiguous sentence to link blowing and judgment with Rosh Hashonna, 

especially when they could have proved this by quoting Numbers or even Levitcus, much 

clearer passages? 

It seems to me, though, that what we have here is a very deep insight into human 

nature, into the very meaning of judgment. We all, all the time, judge ourselves and judge 

others. Why is it, though, that most of the time, when we judge ourselves, we come out 

looking so good while, when we judge others, they come out looking so bad? Also, why 

is it that so many people think that others don’t understand them while they almost 

always think that other people don’t do what they should do and they are very critical of 

them. It seems to me that in this sentence from the Psalms, which also plays a key role in 

the High Holiday prayers, we have the answer to these questions. What happens when we 

judge ourselves? When we judge ourselves, we judge ourselves by our intentions and not 
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by our actions. However, this is the very opposite of what we do when we judge others. 

When we judge others, we judge them by their actions and not by their intentions. This 

sentence, in the Psalms, is telling us that this is wrong, that if we are to truly become 

sensitive, concerned, moral people, we must do the exact opposite - we must judge 

ourselves primarily by our actions and not by our intentions and others primarily by their 

intentions and not their actions, that we must not alibi and say, as many insensitive 

people do, that I really didn’t mean it; my intentions were different and thus excuse 

themselves from any blame although they caused much grief and anguish. 

On the other hand, when we judge others, we should always take into account 

their intentions and not just judge them on how their actions affected us. This is what this 

sentence says. When we Blow the Shofar, when we come to judge others, we must look 

at their hidden things, at their intentions, at their new moon. And when we come to judge 

ourselves, we must look at our actions, at our full moon, at our open things. If we’ll do 

this; if we’ll take into account other people’s intentions as well as their actions and if 

we’ll, in judging ourselves, take into account our actions as well as our intentions, then 

we are assured that God will judge us at the period of the new moon; that He will judge 

us by the hidden things, by our intentions and not by our actions. It is my hope and prayer 

that each of us, as we enter the New Year, will learn to look at ourselves more critically 

and at others with more tolerance, and thus, merit a Shona Tova, a good, healthy and 

happy year. 

Are you needed? 

One of the recurring themes of the High Holiday Season is the theme of the 

barren women. Our Rabbis tell us that Rosh Hashonna was the holiday on which the 

prayers of Sarah, Rachel and Chana were answered. They had all been barren but after 

their prayers were received on Rosh Hashonna, they each bore a child. Why should this 

be? Why should one of the main themes of Rosh Hashonna be that of the barren woman 

whose prayers were answered? Rosh Hashonna is, after all, a time of introspection, a time 

of deep, critical examination, a time in which each of us must assess where we have been 

and where we are going. It is a time of reassessing our goals and of self betterment. What 

does this time have to do with barren women? Why should both the Torah and Haphtorah 

readings of Rosh Hashonna echo this theme? 

It seems to me that we have enunciated here one of the underlying premises of 

what we, in Judaism, mean when we speak about the chayeem toveem, the good life. All 

through our prayers during the High Holidays, we plead with our Maker to inscribe us for 

a chayeem toveem, a good life. What constitutes the good life, the chayeem toveem? To 

Judaism, the answer is clear. The good life is not necessarily the life of great prosperity, 

or the life of great physical or intellectual achievement. The good life is a life in which 

the person living it knows that he or she is needed. It is the contributing life. Why did 

Sarah, Rachel and Chana feel so terrible about being barren? They felt bad because they 

knew that they would never know the chayeem toveem fully, that they could never fully 

develop themselves unless they had a baby who needed them and to whom really only 

they could fulfill his or her basic needs. 
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Unfortunately in our day and age, we have defined the chayeem toveem, the good 

life, in altogether different terms. The good life is not the contributing life, the feeling of 

being needed. Perhaps, that’s why there are so many people who are unhappy. Rosh 

Hashonna is not just a holiday in which we pray to God to grant us the chayeem toveem, 

the good life. It is a holiday which also teaches us how to live the good life, the chayeem 

toveem. It tells us that, more than anything else, each of us has to feel needed. We cannot 

shirk those responsibilities or relationships which, many times, seems arduous and even 

restrictive and still lead the chayeem toveem. We may accomplish much, we may learn 

much and we may even materially prosper but we will not lead the chayeem toveem, the 

good life, unless we feel that we are needed either by our children, our spouses, our 

parents, our relatives, our friends, our community, our job or our colleagues. Without a 

feeling of being needed, life becomes almost unbearable and loses all meaning. Skills are 

almost useless unless there is someone you can and want to use them for. Are you living 

the chayeem toveem, the good life? Does someone depend upon you? Are you needed? 

When does Rosh Hashonna come for you? 

I’ve often wondered why Rosh Hashonna comes when it does in the Jewish 

Calendar. After all, it does not come on the first day of the first month of the Jewish 

Calendar which is Nisan (the first month of spring) but on the first day of the seventh 

month of the Jewish Calendar. Why should this be so? What’s more, why in the famous 

passage in the Mishna, attributed to Rabbi Akiva, when he spells out all the important 

elements of each of our major holidays, doesn’t he refer to Rosh Hashonna as the Day of 

Judgment but refers to it only as the day upon which the Malchuyot, Zichronot and 

Shofarot prayers are recited? After all, isn’t it because Rosh Hashonna is the Day of 

Judgment, the day upon which the Almighty determines our fate for the coming year that 

we recite these prayers? Wouldn’t it have been more appropriate for him to have just 

mentioned that Rosh Hashonna is the Day of Judgment and let it go at that? 

It seems to me that the answers to these questions are interwoven and that we 

really have to look at what Rosh Hashonna is before we can answer them. True, Rosh 

Hashonna is the Jewish New Year but, contrary to what is generally believed about it, it 

does not celebrate the anniversary of the creation of the world. It celebrates the creation 

of man as we know him today. Adam and Eve were created on Rosh Hashonna, and, 

according to the Rabbis, they were created as mature, fully grown human beings and not 

as children. Rosh Hashonna is the anniversary of their creation. 

This, then, is why I believe Rosh Hashonna comes in the 7th month of the Jewish 

Calendar and not in its first, and why Rabbi Akiva didn’t describe Rosh Hashonna as the 

Day of Judgment but the day upon which the Malchuyot, Zichronot and Shofarot prayers 

are said. Rosh Hashonna will not, and cannot, be felt as the Day of Judgment unless 

certain criteria are met. People will not become mature responsible individuals who 

possess the will and/or the means to solve their problems and the will to take their 

rightful places as God’s partners in perfecting themselves and the world unless they have 

first experienced the lessons of the first holidays of the year; of Pesach, Shavuos and 

Tisha B’Av which, to my mind, are analogous to the Malchuyot, Zichronot and Shofarot 

prayers which we say on Rosh Hashonna. 
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Children do not automatically mature. Children do not automatically become 

responsible people who want to constantly improve, who care how or why they live, who 

feel that they and the world can be improved. In other words, they do not automatically 

become individuals to whom the idea of a Day of Judgment can even have any meaning. 

Unfortunately in our day, many of us have forgotten this and have assumed that our 

children, no matter how we raise them, will automatically grow up to believe in these 

ideals. To them, the placing of the holiday of Rosh Hashonna in the 7th month and Rabbi 

Akiva’s words speak. Your child will not believe that it is possible to improve either 

himself or the world unless you have at least given him three things: The idea of 

Malchuyot, the idea that God needs humanity to fulfill creation and which is symbolized 

by the holiday of Pesach. (Unfortunately in our day, there are too many parents who give 

their kids the feeling that they are nuisances, that they’re not needed at all. Do your thing, 

just leave me alone. You can’t contribute one thing to help me or enrich my life.) The 

idea of Zichronot, the idea that there is such a thing as right or wrong because if there 

isn’t, how can there be any such thing as progress and which is symbolized by the 

holiday of Shavuos. (Unfortunately, again, too many parents have failed to instill this 

concept into their children.) And, finally, the idea that we can rise from our terrible 

defeats and problems and sorrows and overcome them and which is symbolized by the 

holiday of Tisha B’Av. (Again, many parents have failed to teach their children how to 

handle defeat.) What about your children? Will they be able to celebrate Rosh Hashonna 

or will they fail because, for them, it comes in the first month. 

Are you beautiful? 

The month of Elul, the last month before Rosh Hashonna, will begin next week. 

During this month, the Shofar is sounded every day. Our Rabbis tell us that we do this in 

commemoration of the fact that Moshe went up on Mt. Sinai to receive the second tablets 

of the Ten Commandments beginning on the first of the month of Elul and that he stayed 

there 40 days and nights returning on Yom Kippur. All during this period, the Shofar was 

sounded so that the Jewish people would not repeat the mistake that they made when 

Moshe went up to get the first tablets of the Ten Commandments. Then the people 

worshipped the golden calf. Why, though, should the Shofar have been sounded every 

day? How did this prevent the people from repeating their previous errors? What, 

anyway, does a Shofar have to do with keeping to the right path? Also, why was the 

month of Elul chosen for Moshe’s second attempt to secure the Ten Commandments? 

It seems to me that the answers to these questions are intertwined. The word 

Shofar comes from the Hebrew word which means to be beautiful, to be good and to 

improve. The sounding of the Shofar was meant to impress upon the people the concept 

that beauty, goodness and improvement are interlinked, that beauty is not a static concept 

but a dynamic one and that true beauty can only flow from goodness. Unfortunately in 

our day, beauty is viewed as a static thing no way linked to the flux and change of life 

and certainly not linked to goodness. According to this concept, only the young and the 

athletic can be beautiful. This is not Judaism’s concept and it can only lead to perversions 

and golden calves. The goal of life is not to remain perpetually young and athletic. This, 

the sound of the Shofar, was meant to remind the people. Moshe ascended Mt. Sinai 

during the month of Elul the second time to emphasize that true beauty flows from those 
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values which this month represents. Our Rabbis tell us that the month of Elul stands for 

“I’m my beloved and my beloved is mine.” Those qualities which are necessary to 

sustain a permanent loving relationship are what makes one beautiful. How about you? 

Are you beautiful? 

Are you protected? 

Rosh Hashonna is, in many ways, a peculiar holiday. We have all learned that it is 

the Day of Judgment, the day upon which the Holy One Blessed Be He looks at the deeds 

of all his creatures and decides who will live and who will die. But, how do we celebrate 

this most solemn of days? We celebrate it by blowing the Shofar, blowing the ram’s horn. 

What does God’s solemn act of judging us have to do with blowing the Shofar? And 

what’s more, why have we been taught (by a famous Midrash in Leviticus Rabbah) that 

when God hears the sounds of the Shofar, He leaves the seat of strict justice and ascends 

the throne of mercy ready to forgive His people? What does the blowing of the Shofar 

have to do with mercy? 

It seems to me that the answer to these questions lie in another famous Midrash 

(this time to the Book of Psalms). It seems that, according to this Midrash, the angels 

couldn’t figure out when, according to the calendar, the next Rosh Hashonna would 

come, so they approached God with the question, “When is Rosh Hashonna?” To which 

God replied by saying, “Don’t ask me. Let’s go down to earth and ask the court below.” 

In other words, it is not God who needs a Day of Judgment. It is us. We need a Day of 

Judgment. Without a Day of Judgment, nothing we would do would have any meaning. 

There would be no right or wrong. And, without right or wrong, there could be no such 

things as goals or achievements. There couldn’t be any such thing as progress either. 

Because without right or wrong, there could be nothing to progress to. 

And what’s more, all of us would be sunk in deep despair. Because without a Day 

of Judgment, there can be no hope. Paradoxically, it is a Day of Judgment which gives us 

hope, which tells us that things can get better. We have free will. We can make our lives 

a hell but we can also make them a heaven. It is up to us. What we do is important. There 

is someone who cares, someone who will help us overcome all difficulties if we will but 

try. 

This, of course, is the lesson of Rosh Hashonna and it is also the symbolism of the 

Shofar. For what is the horn of an animal? It is a source of protection. With it, 

herbivorous animals, the peaceful animals, have a source of protection against the 

carniverous animals, the wild beasts of prey. This, too, is the meaning of the Shofar. It is 

our protection against the terrible beast of hopelessness and despair. It says that someone 

is listening, that someone cares. By blowing it, we demonstrate our faith that the world is 

not just a chance occurrence of random events. There is someone who listens, who cares, 

who is concerned by what we do and how we do it. Life does have meaning and what we 

do is important. That, also, in my opinion, is why the Midrash in Leviticus Rabbath tells 

us that when God hears the sound of the Shofar, He moves from the seat of judgment to 

the seat of mercy. When we acknowledge that there is Someone who cares, that life does 

have meaning, then we remove from ourselves the terrible feelings of hopelessness and 
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depression which surround so many people today and acquire hope - that merciful quality 

which we all need and which we all must have if we are to survive with any sense of 

accomplishment or happiness in the world. The Shofar is to us what the horn is in nature, 

a protection against the wild and destructive forces which surround us all. Are you 

protected? 

Can you make a Teruah? 

In Agnon’s book, “Days of Awe” which is a compilation of many of the customs, 

traditions and legends which surround the High Holy Days, we find an interesting story. 

It seems that a proficient Shofar blower, a Baal Tokeah, who used to blow the Shofar 

every year in the Synagogue, lost his faith and ran away to become a musician in a royal 

court. One day, while at practice, he told his colleagues that he could play a ram’s horn. 

His colleagues challenged him to play and, without any difficulty, he immediately blew 

the Tekiah and Shevareem notes of the Shofar. But, try as he may, he could not manage 

to blow the Teruah note. Frightened by this strange phenomenon, he made his way to 

Rabbi Abraham Yacheni to find out why he could not make the Teruah note. The Rabbi 

told him that the explanation for this strange phenomenon was found in the verse from 

the Psalms “Ashray haam yoday teruah”, “Happy are the people who know the Teruah”. 

The Teruah note was different. It was not vouchsafed for everybody. Why should 

this be so? Why should the Teruah note be considered different from the Tekiah or 

Shevareem notes? And, what is required for a person to be able to play the Teruah note? 

It seems to me that implicit in this little tale is a great truth which it would 

behoove us all to take to heart. The Teruah is a very different type of note from the 

Tekiah or Shevareem: The Tekiah is a long proud note of achievement and 

accomplishment. This note we can all visualize and hope to hear. The Shevareem is a 

wail, an audible thrice repeated groan. This, too, all of us, no matter how hardhearted or 

tough, have felt and can recognize as a sign of suffering and pain. But the Teruah is 

something else again. It is a staccato ninebeat note which, when played, always leads to 

the Tekiah, the note of achievement and accomplishment. In fact, for the real Tekiah, not 

just the boast or hope of achievement, it is a necessary requisite. 

To the untrained ear, it sounds just like the hustle and bustle of busy people who 

have a lot to do and hardly any time to do it. It seems to be the same sound whether it 

comes from a neurotic who, in hustle and bustle, is trying to drown out his sorrows, 

doubts, and frustrations; or from a dedicated, concerned individual who, through the pain 

and effort of action, is trying to help others or support or better worthy institutions. This 

is not so. Not all hustle and bustle is the Teruah. Not everybody’s hustle and bustle plays 

the Teruah. Hustle and bustle alone can never play the Teruah. To that person without a 

meaning in life, who no longer believes that one man’s life and actions can make a 

difference, everything he does is just hustle and bustle. He can never play the Teruah. 

Whatever he does, doesn’t make any difference. After all, all his activity is meaningless 

and can never make him happy or lead to a real Tekiah. 
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But to the person who believes in the lessons of the High Holidays, that each 

man’s actions do count, his hustle and bustle is the Teruah, the pain and effort of action 

which eventually brings him to the Tekiah, the feeling of accomplishment and 

achievement. Unfortunately, there are too many people who cannot make the Teruah. All 

their activities lead them nowhere. In fact, it only aggravates their condition and makes 

them even more frantic. To them, Rosh Hashonna speaks. Do you want to feel a sense of 

accomplishment and achievement in life? Then first you must believe that life has 

meaning. Then, and only then, will your hustle and bustle become the Teruah which will 

lead you toward your own Tekiah. “Happy are the people who know the Teruah.” 

Are you deprived? 

In our prayers on Rosh Hashonna, we mention how the Jewish people followed 

God into the desert after they came out of Egypt and how this was considered a great 

credit to them. “Thus saith the Lord, I remember for thee the kindness of thy youth, the 

love of thine espousals: how thou wentest after me in the wilderness, in the land that was 

not sown.” But, what was so great about our ancestors doing this? After all, God supplied 

them with all their necessities. He gave them their food in the form of manna, He 

supplied them with their water and, the Torah tells us, that He even made it so that their 

clothes did not wear out. What type of deprivation was this? Why should their going into 

the desert under such conditions be considered a great sacrifice? Why should we remind 

God of it in our prayers? And what’s more, why should God, as we find stated in these 

prayers, consider it a major sacrifice on the part of the people? 

Perhaps the answers to these questions lie in a facet of human nature that many of 

us tend to overlook. And that is that man was made to do, that people need things to do, 

that the very nature of man is to create, to build, to act. The Jewish people, while they 

were in the desert, were, for the most part, denied this capacity to act. They knew that by 

their going into the desert, they would have to spend their time learning and preparing but 

nod.-acting. But they went anyway. This was their great sacrifice. They knew the 

importance of acting and doing. That’s why when they accepted the Torah, they did it 

with the ringing cry, “We will do and we will hear.” 

Unfortunately, there are too many people who do not realize the importance of 

doing and acting. They feel that if they do anything for anybody or any institution, they 

are doing everybody a big favor. They don’t realize that they need to act and that when 

they do act, they are most of all helping themselves. Even though all of their material 

wants are taken care of, they are miserable because they fail to do. To them, this Rosh 

Hashonna prayer speaks. They are truly deprived. Are you one of them? 

What friendship and peace require 

On the first day of Rosh Hashonna, we read in the Torah about the plight of Hagar 

and her son Ishmael and about the treaty which Abraham made with Avimelech, the king 

of Gerar. From the story of Hagar and Ishmael, we can learn many lessons pertinent to 

Rosh Hashonna; how God deals justly and righteously with the whole world; how God 

forgives those who sincerely repent, no matter how black their previously actions; and 
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how throwing up our hands in despair is probably the worst sin of all. But, what can we 

learn from the story, of how Abraham made a treaty with Avimelech? Why did our 

Rabbis have us read this story on Rosh Hashonna? And what’s more, what connection is 

there between this story of the treaty and the story of Hagar and Ishmael? 

I believe that there is a fundamental spiritual lesson pertaining to Rosh Hashonna 

which can be derived from the story of the treaty. The facts of the story are plain. 

Avimelech and his chief Captain Feechol approach Abraham about entering into a treaty 

which is very favorable to Abraham. Abraham agrees. But, immediately after agreeing, 

Abraham reproaches Avimelech for previously allowing his servants to seize one of 

Abraham’s wells. Avimelech protests, saying that he knows nothing of his servant’s 

actions. Abraham then sets aside seven lambs and requests that Avimelech take them as 

proof of his ownership of the well. The treaty is then concluded. 

From the facts of this story, we can learn the important lesson of how to establish 

a lasting friendship - the importance of dealing straightforwardly without guile. Abraham 

agreed to a treaty which was to his advantage, but he did not allow it to suppress a 

grievance which would later jeopardize the whole treaty. He did not speak nicely to 

Avimelech and then, when his back was turned, showed his contempt for him by spewing 

forth all sorts of vicious and sarcastic remarks. He practiced the interdiction found in 

Leviticus, “Thou shalt not hate thy neighbor in thy heart; thou shalt surely reprove thy 

neighbor.” All too often, in our community as well as in our personal relations with each 

other, guile is the order of the day. People do not speak their minds. Because of a 

temporary advantage they hope to gain, they mislead their fellowman into thinking that 

everything is fine between them, when in reality, this is not so. All of this will only lead 

us to commit all the sins which we ennumerate on Yom Kippur in the prayer Al Chait. If 

there is not complete trust between human beings, no true friendship can ever be made. 

No lasting arrangements can be arrived at if people are not frank with each other. 

I believe this story of the treaty is read in the synagogue immediately after the 

story of Hagar and Ishmael for the reasons mentioned above. Sarah had caused Abraham 

to expel Hagar and Hagar’s-son, Ishmael, from the camp with almost tragic results. Hagar 

and Ishmael almost died of thirst. What was the cause of Sarah’s anger? The immediate 

cause was Ishmael’s mocking of her son Isaac. But deeper than this was her complete 

distrust of Hagar and the general bad relationship between them. Once before, the Bible 

tells us how the relationship between Sarah and Hagar had deteriorated terribly: how 

Hagar dealt haughtily with Sarah and how Sarah dealt harshly with her. According to 

Nachmanides, Sarah’s conduct was far from exemplary and was the source of much 

subsequent misery. 

If these two women could have dealt with each other in a straightforward manner, 

the almost tragic events recorded in the first part of our Torah reading would never have 

occurred. This is why, I believe, our Rabbis insisted that we read, immediately following 

the story of Hagar and Ishmael, the story of how Abraham and Avimelech concluded a 

treaty. This is the model we must follow if we are to avoid repeating the many sins we 

have committed against our fellowmen during the past year. 
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Let us remember that it may take some courage to be straightforward in a tactful 

way but there is no other way to achieve a meaningful relationship which will not 

eventually be filled with rancour and hate. 

A well of hope 

The portion of the Torah, which we read on the first day of Rosh Hashonna, deals 

primarily with the plight of Hagar and her son Ishmael. Hagar was Sarah’s handmaiden 

and when Sarah proved to be barren, Hagar bore Abraham a son - Ishmael. Sarah, 

though, as God had promised, eventually gave birth to a child - Isaac. 

It is at this point that our Torah portion begins. Sarah feels that Ishmael is 

mocking her son and orders Abraham to expel both Hagar and Ishmael from their camp. 

This Abraham is loath to do but God tells him to listen to Sarah’s voice. So he does. 

Hagar and Ishmael are thus banished to the desert. Quickly their water supply is 

used up and they begin to despair for their lives. Hagar throws her son Ishmael under a 

bush and proceeds some distance away so that she may “not look upon the death of the 

child”. Then she lifts up her voice and weeps. Immediately, a voice, an angel of God, 

calls to her from out of the heavens and says to her, “What’s the matter, Hagar? Don’t 

fear, God has heard the cry of the boy where he is. Get up, lift the boy, hold him in your 

hands for I will make him into a great nation.” God then opens her eyes and she sees a 

well of water. They are both saved. 

Many lessons pertinent to Rosh Hashonna can be learned _ from the overall facts 

of this story; how God deals justly and righteously with the whole world; how God’s 

concern is not just for the Jewish people but for all peoples (Ishmael is considered to be 

the forefather of the Arabs.); how God judges a person at the moment of his appeal to 

Him (that’s how our Rabbis explain the phrase, “God heard the voice of_ the child where 

he is”.); how, if a person sincerely repents, God will listen to him (it was Ishmael who 

mocked Isaac and, in Hebrew, this word, many times, denotes perverted behavior.); how 

we should never inflict harsh punishment on anyone (Abraham would not agree to expel 

Hagar and Ishmael until God explicitly told him to do so.); and many more lessons. 

But more significant than all the lessons we can derive from the overall facts of 

this story, I believe, is the lesson we can learn from the manner in which God saved 

Hagar and Ishmael. Hagar was in complete despair. She had left her child some distance 

away so she wouldn’t see him die. God appears to her and says, “What’s the matter, 

Hagar?” In effect, He’s saying, Hagar, why do you despair? Why have you given up 

hope? All you have to do is to take hold of your son and lift him up. Don’t give way to 

complete hopelessness. When Hagar resorts to action and leaves her despair, the Torah 

immediately tells us how God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water. Our Rabbis 

tell us that no miracle happened here. The well of water was there all the time. Hagar was 

just so distraught that she couldn’t see it. God opened her eyes in the sense that He 

calmed her senses. (She really did it herself by turning to positive action - by taking hold 

of her boy - in place of her complete passive hopelessness.) She perceived what had been 

there all along. 
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In our own day, too, we have our critics who would give way to complete despair 

and who would separate themselves from all Jewishness so they won’t see the Jewish 

people disappear in America. To these people, the words of this portion that we read on 

the first day of Rosh Hashonna are particularly relevant. Let us grab hold of our children 

by giving them a Jewish education and by providing them with adequate educational 

facilities and let us lift them up by contributing generously of our time and resources to 

further Jewish education in our city. Then, let us hope and pray that God will see fit to 

open our eyes as he did Hagar’s of old and that we, too, will see a well spring up in our 

midst - a true well of Jewish living and commitment. 

Why is it called Rosh Hashonna? 

The holiday of Rosh Hashonna is referred to in the Torah as either Yom Truoh, 

the Day of the Blowing, or as Zichron Truoh, the memorial of the blowing, but never by 

its other names of Rosh Hashonna, the Head of the Year, Yom Hadin, the Day of 

Judgment, or Yom Hazikoron, the Day of Remembrance. Why should this be? True, the 

blowing of the Shofar is the special mark of this holiday, but the Torah nowhere explains 

why we are to blow the Shofar, nor does it link the Shofar to the great themes of 

repentence and judgement which surround this holiday, or to anything else. Why? What’s 

more, why, of the five names for this holiday, is the name Rosh Hashonna, which means 

the Head of the Year, the only one used. It doesn’t even mean New Year even though it is 

commonly, but incorrectly, translated this way into English. 

It seems to me that our calling of this holiday, Rosh Hashonna in preference to its 

other names, is no act of chance. This choice, I believe, was conscious and showed that 

our ancestors understood the true significance of this holiday. The other names are more 

forceful and more explicit: Day of Judgement, Day of Remembrance, etc., but they are 

also misleading. They mislead by putting the emphasis on the day and not on the 

individual. They would seem to imply that Rosh Hashonna is a special holiday which, in 

and by itself, can effect certain changes in a person and that an individual, by just passing 

through this holiday, can somehow become rejuvenated and edified. This is not so, as the 

name Rosh Hashonna tells us. Rosh Hashonna is a completely neutral name. It signifies 

only the passage of time. It does not even say the coming year will be a new one. To 

Judaism, the passage of time, in and by itself, does not create anything new. The same 

patterns will just repeat themselves. Something new can only be created if we create it. 

We have been given the power, all we must do is use it. If we want to improve our 

actions and the world in the coming year, we can, but we must, begin. If we aren’t 

satisfied with what we are or what we have become, we can do something about it. If we 

begin, God will help us. 

That’s the reason, too, why I believe the Torah only mentions Rosh Hashonna by 

either the name Yom Truoh, the day of Blowing, or Zichron Truoh, the Memorial of the 

Blowing, and nowhere links the blowing of the Shofar with the themes of repentence and 

judgment. We are not to imagine that just the physical act of listening to the blowing of 

the Shofar will, in and of itself, change us. True, the blowing of the Shofar is the 

distinguishing mark of this holiday and is worthy of mention, but it, in itself, can neither 

edify nor rejuvenate us. Everything depends on the hearer. The word blowing, in Hebrew, 
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has two other meanings. It can mean either to protest against or to be broken. To some, 

when they hear the Shofar, it awakens them to protest against the rut into which they 

have fallen. To others, it just confirms their broken existence. What will it do for you? 

Are you fully yourself? 

Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur are unique among Jewish holidays. They 

celebrate no event in Jewish history. They are the holidays of the individual par 

excellence. Even in our prayers, we say that on these days, we all pass before God like 

“children of Maron” which our Rabbis take to mean singly. This is the time of year when 

we must, alone, all pass in review before the Holy One Blessed Be He and give an 

accounting of ourselves. This is the time of year when we must confront our conscience. 

How do we do this? We do this by coming to the synagogue. Isn’t this strange, 

confronting our conscience by gathering together with other people who are also 

examining their consciences? Shouldn’t we rather retire to some secluded corner and 

meditate about ourselves and our deeds? We don’t though. And what’s more, we know 

we can’t. We know that if we went to some secluded corner, we would be unable to 

confront our consciences as deeply and as meaningfully as we can when we are 

congregated together with other people in a synagogue on this holy day. 

Even at this most personal time, a time when we must come to terms with 

ourselves, we need the support and company of others to know ourselves fully. Not that 

Judaism allows us to confess our sins to others. On the contrary, Judaism prohibits this. 

No man is allowed to prostrate himself before another. No person is ever allowed to 

debase himself in public no matter what his sin. But, we do need the atmosphere and 

climate that a synagogue, filled with like-minded people, gives in order to fully feel the 

meaning and relevance of our own self-introspection. This is one of the great lessons of 

Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur. You can’t even come to terms with yourself if you’re 

alone. People need people. No joy is real joy unless there are others to share it with. And, 

no grief can be released unless there are others with you. 

Unfortunately in our day, there are too many people who don’t realize this. They 

feel no responsibility to help share other people’s joy or griefs. Then, when they have a 

joy or grief which needs sharing, they become bitter because they’ve found that because 

they don’t have others with whom to share either their joy or grief, their joy is not 

complete or their grief is not released. The most personal of all our holidays, Rosh 

Hashonna and Yom Kippur, speaks to them as it does to all of us. You can’t feel or live 

deeply unless you’re with others. 
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Yom Kippur 

Why and when are your sympathies stirred? 

On Yom Kippur at Mincha, we read the Book of Jonah. This book recounts the 

story of a prophet who is told to go to Nineveh and tell the people to repent from their 

sins. Jonah, this prophet, doesn’t want to go. He flees from this assigned task but, in spite 

of himself, he is eventually forced to go and deliver his message. Nineveh repents and is 

saved. This doesn’t please Jonah. Jonah didn’t want the city to be saved. In a gesture of 

disgust, he goes to live at the edge of Nineveh, living in a booth, hoping that perhaps the 

people of Nineveh will return to their old wicked ways. What could have caused Jonah to 

become so hardhearted? Why does he want the city to be destroyed? The answer to these 

questions, I believe, come to us in the strange story which ends the Book of Jonah. An 

answer which, to my mind, not only explains Jonah but also teaches one of the main 

lessons of Yom Kippur. 

After Jonah had gone and built a booth at the edge of Nineveh, God caused a 

gourd to grow and cover Jonah’s booth. This gourd afforded Jonah shade from a 

merciless sun and made his booth a pleasant place in which to live. Overnight though, 

God causes the gourd to die and a hot east wind to blow. The next day, Jonah is so 

afflicted by the heat and the wind that he wishes to die. God comes to Jonah and asks him 

if he pities the gourd. He says that he does and is very angry that God had destroyed it. 

God then makes Jonah look at himself by saying that here Jonah, you have pity for a 

gourd that you neither planted nor cultivated, but for a city which contains 120,000 

children, you have no pity. What a devasting indictment, one which we should all take to 

heart.  

Jonah had pity for the gourd because it was useful to him. He was filled with all 

sorts of righteous indignation when it was destroyed. What right did God have to destroy 

this plant, especially since it was serving him so well? On the other hand, he had no pity 

for the people of Nineveh. The Rabbis tell us that the reason Jonah had no pity for the 

people of Nineveh was because he was afraid for his reputation. Jonah was a disciple of 

Elisha. He remembered what had happened to Elisha when, under similar circumstances, 

Elisha had gone to warn another city. That city had repented and was saved. Elisha then 

was mocked and ridiculed. People said that nothing would have happened to the city even 

if it wouldn’t have repented. Elisha’s life was made miserable. Jonah did not want a 

similar fate to befall him. He was willing to suppress his humanity for the sake of his 

reputation. Jonah found his humanity inconvenient. 

Jonah was guilty of one of the most prevalent sins today, the sin of 

hardheartedness. How many of us refuse to recognize our duty to help others because it 

would be inconvenient? How many of us, while forgetting the real ills of our world, 

nation and city, roar indignantly at some trifling point because it would benefit us if this 

point were rectified? Here, in the Book of Jonah, we find one of the main lessons of Yom 

Kippur. Everyone has a call on our sympathy and a right to expect our help. We should 

all remember that hardheartedness is one of the worst of sins and we should never deny 

our humanity because it might be inconvenient. Let us all hope and pray that on this Yom 
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Kippur, we shall all truly learn this lesson and thereby hasten the day when all mankind 

shall live in peace and harmony. 

Past ideals can become present evils 

The Torah portion which we read on Yom Kippur morning deals with the 

elaborate ceremony and order of sacrifices which God commanded Aaron, the high 

priest, and his successors to perform on Yom Kippur. A careful reading of this portion 

reveals two aspects of this ceremony which, to my mind, do not seem to make any sense. 

First, in the main part of the ceremony, Aaron is told to take two identical goats. The first 

of these goats he is to offer as a sacrifice to God. The second of these goats he is to send 

away into the wilderness after he has symbolically conferred upon it all the people’s sins. 

Why should he send the second goat, who is now symbolically laden with all the people’s 

sins, into the wilderness? Why shouldn’t he sacrifice this goat, too, as a symbol that the 

people of Israel have overcome their sins, have conquered evil? Secondly, Aaron is 

commanded to make atonement for the Sanctuary itself. He is commanded to do this even 

before he is commanded to make atonement for the people. Why? What sense does this 

make? What sins can an inanimate building commit? 

The answers to these questions, I believe, are interwoven. The reason the second 

goat is to be sent into the wilderness and not sacrificed is a very profound one - to teach 

us the important lesson that we can never destroy evil or our capacity to do evil. We can 

only, so to speak, relegate it to the wilderness where it will always lurk ready to re-enter 

our community and hearts any time our guard is down. It can enter in many guises and 

forms. Many times, it can enter in the guise of past good causes which have outlived their 

time or have been perverted so that now they produce evil instead of good. This is the 

reason, I believe, Aaron had to atone for the Sanctuary even before he had to atone for 

the people. Even the wonderful ideals and values of our religion can be perverted if they 

are applied without feeling and understanding or by people who seek to use them for their 

own selfish purposes. We must periodically examine all of our institutions and ideals to 

make sure they are serving the purposes for which they were created and have not been 

perverted by time or by some groups desiring to further their own special interests. In our 

own day, there are many programs and ideals in our community which we should 

critically re-examine, especially those programs which call for us Jews to integrate more 

and more into the general community. At one time, these programs were necessary and 

right but, perhaps now the time has come to stop stressing our common heritage with 

others and begin stressing our differences. In this way, we may become aware of how 

much more we can, as Jews, still contribute to the world. This would not only insure our 

survival but enrich the world. On this Yom Kippur, let us not only examine our actions to 

see whether or not they are wanting, but also our ideals and goals. It is my fervent prayer 

that we, each of us, will apply to our present problems current solutions, and will not for 

the lack of thought or courage fall back on the slogans and ideals of the past. 
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SUCCOS 

Why do we read Koheles? 

We have just finished celebrating the holiday of Succos. Succos is known as Yom 

Simchaseinu, the Day of Our Joy, but Succos also has an element of sadness in it. It 

comes in the fall when the leaves are falling, when the lush days of summer are over, 

when the nights are lengthening and when the air is becoming cool. Even in the 

Synagogue, we recognize the bittersweet nature of this holiday by reading the book of 

Koheles, or Ecclesiastes, which speaks about the hopelessness of life. 

From this book, the modern writer, Ernest Hemingway, got the title of his book 

“The Sun Also Rises”. In Koheles, we read how life basically has no meaning and is 

unsatisfying. Only at Koheles’ very end does it say that if we attach ourselves to God and 

religion, then life will have meaning. The whole tenor of the book of Koheles, until its 

very end, and much of modern literature, is that life does not have any meaning, and that 

only if we are robust, healthy and able to exercise certain talents and perform like we 

want to perform, is life even tolerable. Hemingway, himself, when he no longer had his 

vitality and health, committed suicide. 

Today, too many people are committing suicide or thinking of it. These people 

think that their whole self-worth is dependent on what they can do. They believe if they 

can no longer do certain things, then they no longer have any worth. This is completely 

wrong. Judaism teaches all of us that each of us has value just because we exist. Our 

value is not dependent upon whether or not we have talents or intelligence or physical 

vitality. 

Talents were given to us when we were born. Our size, our physical 

characteristics and our mental characteristics were already formed when we were born. 

The only thing we can claim credit for is developing them. If our talents are taken away 

later in life, we still have worth. We have worth just because we exist. Every human 

being, from the most retarded to the greatest genius, has worth because God gave 

everyone of us life. Whether we once had talents or capacities and we no longer have 

them is irrelevant. All we are asked to do is the best we can. 

The holiday of Succos teaches us this. It teaches us that things are not what make 

us, fancy homes, fancy cars do not give us value. Even if we live in a hut, we have value. 

The Succah must have more shade than light because that’s the way life is. Life has more 

dark moments than light but it does not matter. We should still be happy and enjoy 

ourselves if we have done the best we can. 

There are no winners in life. We are all losers. No doctor ever saved a patient for 

more that 120 years. We all eventually lose. Our physical prowess declines as does our 

mental capabilities but so what? Every age has its beauty and its joys. We can appreciate 

and love life just because we are alive. 
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On Succos, we take the lulav and esrog. The esrog is beautiful and has a 

wonderful fragrance and a symbol for all the fine beautiful experiences in life, but we 

take it in the left hand. In the right hand, we take basically a bunch of sticks, a palm 

branch, a myrtle and a willow and when we make the blessing, we make the blessing on 

the lulav, not on the esrog because, in life, we do not always have the most beautiful and 

best things. The important thing is to appreciate what we do have because there is beauty 

in everything. There is joy in a lulav. 

In the book of Koheles, we say that everything is vanity, vanity of vanities, but, in 

Hebrew, the word vanity, “Hevel”, can also mean breath. In life, as long as we have the 

words of encouragement of good friends, words of Torah, a loving home atmosphere, 

then life is worthwhile. If our talents are no longer what they were, if physically we can 

not do what we could before, so what? As long as we have the breath of kindness, words 

of Torah, and good company, we can have great joy, the warm atmosphere of a loving 

environment is all we need. 

The Rabbis say that in the time of Noah the people were destroyed by a flood 

because they thought that all that mattered was performance. No consideration was given 

any more to those who could not perform. Performance, like water, is good but if only 

performance is stressed, then we will all die. 

Succos teaches us that there is joy in life just because we are alive. Let’s all 

remember this and be happy. Succos is truly Yom Simchaseinu because it teaches us 

where the source of true joy is. It’s in us, in the way we look at life. Nothing in life can 

ever destroy our joy of living. Every age has its joys. We just have to see and appreciate 

them. 

The importance of Simcha 

Why is it that so many people can’t cope with their problems? Why has life so 

shattered them, especially now in an age when we all have so much materially? It seems 

to me that it is because so many people have not learned the secret of Succos, they have 

no inner joy. Joy, happiness is a cardinal principle of Judaism. The Rabbis state that 

God’s presence can only be felt where there is joy. Even Torah cannot be acquired where 

there is no joy. Every public event associated with life in Judaism such as a bris, a Bar 

Mitzvah, a wedding must be done joyfully, that’s why they are all called a simcha which 

means joy. 

We Jews do not look at life as a punishment or as an obstacle course as some 

other religions and philosophies do. We look at it as a great opportunity to be a partner 

with God in creation. This life is not primarily a test to determine whether or not we can 

keep our soul pure, but it is an opportunity to help the Holy One, Blessed Be He, with His 

work. That’s why, in Judaism, there is this great feeling of joy. Jews have remained Jews 

throughout the centuries because, inwardly, they have felt this great joy no matter what 

their outer circumstances. The inner joy was real; the persecution was only a passing 

phenomenon. We all have two lives, an inner life and an outer life. That’s why the 
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Hebrew word for life, Chayeem, is in the plural. And, by far, our inner life is much more 

important than our outer circumstances. 

When does a person feel great joy? When he knows that he is needed, that he is 

wanted, that he belongs. Our age has confused joy with the titillation of the senses. 

Titillation of the senses may bring momentary excitement but it does not bring joy. Joy 

springs from a feeling of self-adequacy, from knowing that we count and that we can be 

counted on and that we can bring joy to others. Succos is known throughout all Jewish 

tradition as Zeman Simchosainu, the time of our great joy. On it, more than on any other 

holiday, we are urged to be joyful. 

It does seem strange that a holiday, in which we leave the secure confines of our 

home and go eat in a frail hut, should be defined as a holiday of joy. After all, it could be 

raining. The wind could blow. The leaves and branches, which make up the roof of the 

Succah, can totter and fall on us. What’s more, on the holiday of Succos, we take 

common branches and weeds in our hands instead of precious stones or fine works of art. 

We take a Lulav which is composed of a palm, a myrtle, and a willow in one hand and a 

citron, an Esrog, in the other. If we examine what we do on Succos, I believe we can 

understand what is necessary to experience true joy. 

True joy comes from knowing that we can handle our problems, that we can 

overcome the inevitable defeats that come to all of us in life. Animal trainers will tell you 

that it is not intelligence which determines whether or not you can train an animal, but it 

is whether or not you can make the animal dependent. The more dependent an animal 

becomes, the easier he is to train. This, unfortunately, is also true of human beings. The 

more dependent they become on things and on situations and systems, the less 

independence and courage they have, the less self-assurance they feel, and the less they 

are able to cope with their problems. Succos teaches us that no matter how hard the winds 

may blow, we can all still cope. If need be, we can live in a Succah. The symbols of 

Succos also proclaim this. They tell us that the important things of life are not external to 

us but internal to us, and that if we have them, we can always cope. 

The palm proclaims that in order to be happy, we must be proud and straight. We 

must have self-respect and a backbone. If we have no self-respect, we cannot be happy no 

matter how much money we make. The myrtle, which symbolizes the eye, teaches us that 

if we can see and appreciate beauty in things and people and actions, we will be happy. 

Learning how to appreciate is essential for joy. The willow, which symbolizes the mouth, 

teaches us that we must know how to sing and praise and thank in order to be happy. Its 

luxurious growth also teaches us that we must never stop growing, that we must always 

strive for a feeling of accomplishment. The Esrog symbolizes a heart which feels and is 

sympathetic to others. We need to be sympathetic feeling human beings in order to be 

happy. But more than that, the Rabbis teach us that there is a tradition that the forbidden 

fruit that Adam and Eve ate was the Esrog, that the Esrog of the Garden of Eden, which 

caused man to be defeated, can be transformed into the Esrog of Succos, the Esrog of joy. 

We all always must know that defeats can be overcome, that we need not be 

shattered by failures, that if something does not work one way, then we should try it 
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another way. The whole secret of Jewish success has been that we have never allowed 

any defeat to shatter us, that we have been resilient and come back to try again. Succos is 

a very important holiday because it teaches us how to be joyful. Without joy, Judaism 

cannot survive. We must all have a satisfying joyful inner life. If we don’t, then no matter 

what our outer wealth, we will not be able to cope. Our very wealth would destroy us 

because we will be empty inside. Joy, in Judaism, comes from self-respect, from 

appreciation of people, from knowing how to sing and to praise and to thank and from 

having a sympathetic heart but, most of all, from the knowledge that each of us can cope 

in life. 

The Rabbis teach us that Succos comes after Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur 

because on Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, we are called upon to fulfill our obligations 

to God and to man. If we fulfill our obligations to others and to God, then we will have 

self-respect and our joy will never be suffused with selfishness or guilt. May you all have 

such joy and many simchas, and may the joy of our religion fill your hearts. May your 

mouths always sing and praise. May your backs be straight. And, may your eyes always 

see beauty and may your hearts always be warm and loving. Amen. 

Are you joyful? 

We have just concluded the holiday of Succos. This holiday, which is called in 

our prayers Zeman Seemchaseinu, the time of our joy, was simply known as HaChag, the 

Holiday in the Talmud. The Talmud states that he who has not seen the joy of the 

celebration of Succos when the Temple stood, has never seen joy. Why should this be? 

Why, of all the holidays, was Succos chosen to be the holiday of joy? This tradition we 

carry over, in our day, by our joyous celebration of Simchas Torah. What’s more, why 

this sudden change of mood from Yom Kippur which is barely four days before Succos? 

Why should these two holidays be so closely linked and yet so different in tone? 

To my way of thinking, Succos is the fulfillment of Yom Kippur. Without Succos, 

Yom Kippur is incomplete. What is the theme of Yom Kippur? It is self-improvement, 

self-betterment, change, the realization that we are not all that we should be. Succos tells 

us why we have fallen short and points the way to show us how we can get out of our rut 

and better ourselves. Animal trainers will tell you that the animals which are the easiest to 

train are not the most intelligent animals but those animals which are the most dependent. 

Get an animal completely dependent and then you can do most anything with him. This, 

unfortunately, is also true of human beings. Most human beings fear change because they 

have become dependent upon many things and many false notions. They believe that if 

they do not have certain things, they’ll fall apart. Succos tells us that we can do without 

many things, that we can exchange our homes for huts and not only survive but be happy. 

It teaches us that the ability to cope is not dependent on things but on what we are and on 

what we want to become. We should place our trust not on things but on ourselves and in 

God. Succos liberates us from fear and this is necessary if we are going to change. But 

what’s more important, it is absolutely necessary if we are going to experience joy. Are 

you joyful? 
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Shmini Atzeres 

A Yizkor Speech 

Today is Yizkor. We all remember our past, who we are and where we came 

from. None of us can really claim credit for the talents we possess, whether we have a 

high I.Q. or a low I.Q., whether we can sing or not, whether we are short or tall. These 

things were given to us when we were born. All we can claim credit for is developing the 

talents we have. Sometimes, a retarded person is worthy of much greater respect than a 

famous scientist because it took the retarded person much more effort just to learn how to 

feed and dress himself than it took the scientist to make his discoveries. 

None of us should be overcome with ideas of great self-importance since we were 

given what we are. We cannot claim credit for it. What’s more, many times even, 

whether or not we can develop our talents, depends on when we are born and where we 

are born. We have to play life with the cards that are dealt us and sometimes the cards 

that are dealt us are not the best. That’s why traditionally, in Judaism, we have always 

believed in investing in our children. The best investment a person can make is in his 

children, not in property or stocks or bonds. They come and go but the skills and talents 

and character you give your children no one can ever take away. 

That’s why Jewish education is so important. That’s why Jewish parents have 

always believed in education. You are supposed to teach your children a trade and teach 

them Torah so they can overcome all of life’s problems and still remain human beings. 

Life’s fortunes change. There was no group in Jewish history who were as prominent or 

as well thought of as German Jewry before Hitler. They had contributed so much to 

Germany. I used to think that German culture had something in it which produced great 

chemists until I found out that all the great chemists were Jews. German Jews were 

prominent in all the arts and sciences and in most charitable institutions but overnight, 

their conditions changed. 

Rabbi Avigdor, who is now a Rabbi in Connecticut and who was raised in 

Galicia, Poland where his father was the chief Rabbi and who spent his youth in 

concentration camps, tells us what he learned from the Holocaust. One, that good fortune 

is fleeting. A piece of bread in a concentration camp is good fortune. Man’s fate can flip 

flop very quickly, and, secondly, he learned that modern civilization, modern culture can 

only elevate individuals but it cannot elevate society as a whole. Society, as a whole, 

remains as, violent and as immoral and as uncompassionate as before. We see this even 

today. Politicians have no scruples about writing off groups for political gain. 

We Jews are considered as a redundant, superfluous people, as retired folk. We, 

according to western civilization, contributed everything we could 2000 years ago. We 

should have disappeared. We exist only at the sufferance of the majority. As long as we 

are not a bother or a burden, we are allowed to continue but, as all retired folk who get 

involved in the pressing matters of the world, we will be crushed if we get in the way. We 

are not really needed in the world. We see that, even today, when a major Presidential 

candidate writes off the Jews because it really is not important whether we survive or not. 
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Rabbi Avigdor tells a story of how he heard of a German Aktsia coming, a 

roundup of the members of the Jewish ghetto for the gas chambers. He quickly hid his 

father and mother in a special bunker to which only he had the key. He then proceeded to 

go to his job in the oil refinery. He had a special letter sewn on his clothes which was 

supposed to give him immunity from Aktsias since the Jews who worked in the refineries 

were needed at that time. However, he was rounded up by some of the drunken Ukranian 

cohorts of the Nazis and he was taken to the roundup point. There he met Reb Yekele 

Turkel, a learned pious man. He. told him how he had to get out of there since he had to 

save his parents. He had the only key to the bunker. Reb Yekele told him not to be afraid, 

that since he was going to fulfill the Commandment of honoring his father and mother, he 

would somehow manage to escape and help his parents. He told him, though, that he 

should remember that the correct blessing for Kiddush Hashem, for sanctifying God’s 

name, for martyrdom was Le Kiddush Hashem not al Kiddush Hashem. We must say the 

phrase “for sanctifying God’s name” and not “concerning sanctifying God’s name”. A 

blessing, which contained the word Al, meant that you could appoint somebody else to be 

your agent in fulfilling the Commandment, but the Commandment of sanctifying God’s 

name you could only do yourself. Rabbi Avigdor did manage to escape that night and 

was able to rescue; his parents. Reb Yekele fulfilled the Commandment of Kiddush 

Hashem. 

We, today, are Jews because our parents did not delegate the responsibility to 

others. They personally took the time and effort to teach us and show us an example of 

what it meant to be a Jew. The holiday of Shmini Atzeres is different from the holiday of 

Succos which precedes it. On Succos, we brought 70 sacrifices to the Temple which 

signified the 70 nations of the world, and Succos is filled with ceremony and pageantry. 

On Shmini Atzeres, only one sacrifice is brought. The Rabbis say God is telling us that if 

you love someone and are close to someone, it is the little things that count. It is the 

investing of your time and effort to be with someone. The Jewish people stayed one more 

day just to be close to God. 

We, too, cannot delegate our responsibilities to others if we want our children, 

and even ourselves, to continue to be feeling Jews. We have much yet to offer the world. 

It is inconceivable that Jews could haved formed as SS. If we could have, then there 

would be no hope. We Jews still have to teach the world how to uplift society not just 

individuals. To do this, we need not only education but also personal involvement. 

May we, and our children. never know horrible times. but may we always, 

because of our inner strength and our knowledge and our commitments, be able to 

overcome everything because we know that the world needs us and our message is 

important. 

Is your joy guilt free? 

The joyous holiday of Simchas Torah has now ended, with its songs, its dances, 

its completely joyous time. I’ve often wondered though, why this holiday comes when it 

does. Yes, it does celebrate our conclusion of the reading of the Torah and our immediate 

beginning of it again. But, why does it have to come at the end of the Succos holidays, on 
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really a special holiday, Shmini Atzeres? Why doesn’t it come at the beginning of Succos 

or, for that matter, right after Yom Kippur? On the Shabbos before Yom Kippur, we read 

the next to the last Torah portion and we can make Simchas Torah any time after that. 

Why must we wait until the second day of the holiday of Shmini Atzeres? In fact, in our 

prayers, we don’t even call Simchas Torah, Simchas Torah but Shmini Atzeres. 

.It seems to me that we have here a great truth which, unfortunately in our day, is 

being overlooked. And that is how we can experience real joy, how we can become really 

happy. Unfortunately in our day, there are many people who can never be happy because 

they have not learned the lesson of Simchas Torah. Simchas Torah comes when it does in 

Shmini Atzeres because Shimini Atzeres is different from the holidays which precede it. 

It’s a holiday which is unique to Israel. The Rabbis tell us that Succos is meant for the 

whole world - 70 sacrifices are offered on it for the 70 nations of the world. Shmini 

Atzeres is for us. It is to celebrate our individuality. However, this we cannot do until 

first we have fulfilled our obligation to God symbolized by Yom Kippur and our 

obligations to others symbolized by Succos. Only then can we rejoice in our 

individuality. Only after we have fulfilled our obligations to others can we experience joy 

in doing our thing. Otherwise, our joy will be suffused with selfishness and guilt and be 

no joy at all. Unfortunately in our day, too many people feel that they can be happy by 

abdicating their responsibilities to others and to God. To them, Simchas Torah speaks. 

Stop fooling yourself. If you fail others, you’ll just fail yourself and never be happy. Are 

you happy or are you just trying to flee your guilt? Is your joy guilt free? 
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Simchas Torah 

Are you giving your relationships time? 

I’ve often wondered why we celebrate Simchas Torah when we do. After all, the 

logical holiday upon which to end the reading of the Torah and to begin it again is not 

Simchas Torah but Shavuos. It was on Shavuos that we received the Torah and, at first 

glance, it would seem that on Shavuos we would demonstrate our happiness and our joy 

with the Torah and with all for which it stands. Why do we wait until the end of Succos 

before we demonstrate our joy and happiness with it? 

It seems to me that the answer to this question lies in a psychological truth which 

is being overlooked today. People, today, do not realize that you cannot build a loving, 

joyful relationship with anyone overnight. It takes time to build a loving relationship 

whether it be to another individual, a career or a way of life. A person cannot compare a 

relationship in which he has poured himself and his time to a relationship which he has 

just begun today. No matter how worthy, how wonderful the object of a person’s 

relationship is, it will still take time until a person begins to feel the joy, the happiness 

which comes from a mature relationship. The Jewish people couldn’t have felt the full 

force of the joy which comes from learning and living with the Torah until they had first 

gone through a Rosh Hashonna, a Yom Kippur, a Succos, a series of Shabboseem. Only 

then could they begin to feel the real joy of the Torah. 

If this is true for the Torah, which we know is a great gift, how much more so 

should it be true of the other relationships which we have? How many times have I heard 

young couples complain that they don’t seem to have their parent’s relationship and 

they’re dissatisfied. They, for the most part, haven’t given themselves a chance. They 

haven’t experienced enough together yet. They want instant relationships. Simchas Torah 

teaches us that this is impossible. Deep relationships can only be forged through common 

experiences and this takes time. Are you giving your relationships time? 
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Chanukah 

Can you be laughed at? 

Chanukah, as we all know, celebrates the victory of the weak over the strong, of 

the few over the many. Because of this holiday, the Jew can comfort himself with the 

knowledge that right, eventually, will triumph and that might never makes right. But, it 

seems to me that there is more to this holiday than that. How did the few triumph? How 

did they manage to overcome their enemies? Chanukah is known as the holiday of the 

rededication of the Temple. But, the 25th day of Kislev in Jewish history celebrates not 

only the rededication of the Temple under the Maccabees but also the completion of the 

original Tabernacle which the Jewish people constructed in the desert. If we look 

carefully at the word Kislev, the month in which our people succeeded in completing 

their houses of worship, we will notice a strange thing. It can be said to derive from the 

word Kesel which means foolishness or Kaesel which means hope, confidence. The 

Temple, which was the symbol par excellence of hope to the Jewish people and 

potentially to the world, could really only be realized if the people were willing to be 

labeled foolish, stupid. The Maccabees triumphed even though everyone labeled them as 

fools for even trying. A slave people fashioned themselves into a great force for good in 

the world although everyone said that this was impossible. The ability to stick to one’s 

principles even though the rest of the world labels you as foolish is essential if the Jews 

are to create spiritual wonders and examples for the world to follow. 

Unfortunately in our day, many Jews have forgotten this. And what they dread 

most is to be labeled foolish or archaic or old fashioned by others. To them, the 

Chanukah story speaks. In fact, if we add up all the candles which we light on Chanukah, 

excluding the Shamoses which are not part of the official number, we will note that we 

light 36 candles -- the same number as the legendary number of Righteous people by 

whose merit the world continues to thrive. People who, because of their goodness and 

concern for others, accomplish much no matter how foolish they may look to others. 

There are many worse things than to be laughed at. Are you concerned about spiritual 

values or are you just afraid to be laughed at? The Maccabees had the courage not only to 

fight but also to be laughed at. How about you? Can you stand to be laughed at? 

Have you found peace? 

The holiday of Chanukah is fast approaching. On this holiday, we celebrate our 

victory over the Greek-Syrians and commemorate the miracle of the cruz of oil. It does 

seem strange, though, that the name we have picked for this holiday is Chanukah. True, 

Chanukah means dedication and what we are celebrating on Chanukah is the rededication 

of the Temple. But, if all the name Chanukah were to signify was the rededication of the 

Temple, then this holiday should have been known as Chanukas HaBayis, the holiday of 

the dedication of the Temple. But, it isn’t. It is known only as Chanukah, dedication. 

Some Rabbis have explained that the reason that this holiday is known as just 

dedication is that on it, we are celebrating not just the dedication of the Temple but also 

the dedication of the Maccabees and their followers. Other rabbis look at the name 
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Chanukah and come up with another meaning. They say that Chanukah is really 

composed of two words. The words Chanu and K’h, which means they rested on the 

twenty-fifth, that the Maccabees and those with them had true peace on the twenty-fifth, 

the day they rededicated the Temple. According to this interpretation, achievement brings 

peace. 

There is another explanation which goes further and which, to my mind, sets forth 

one of the main lessons of Chanukah. The same two letters, in Hebrew, which stand for 

25 can also mean so or in this way. This would mean, then, that the Hebrew meaning of 

the word Chanukah is they rested so or they found peace this way (by struggling for what 

is right). Many people feel that they can find peace of mind and spirit only by avoiding 

conflict. They feel that they must close their eyes to all sorts of injustices, all sorts of 

wrong doing and especially to the pain and troubles of others if they are to find peace. 

They feel that any type of involvement with the cares of others will prevent them from 

gaining the peace they so earnestly desire but which always seems to elude them. These 

people haven’t learned the lesson of Chanukah. They haven’t learned that true peace can 

only come to people who are involved with others, who care and try to ease the pain and 

suffering of others and who try to right the wrongs of this world. Chanukah teaches us 

that true peace cart only come to those who are willing to struggle and to do their share to 

eradicate pain, suffering and evil from the world. 

Are you preventing miracles? 

As every schoolboy knows, the reason why we celebrate Chanukah for eight days 

is because the Maccabees, after entering the Temple and chasing the Greek-Syrians out of 

it, could find only one small cruz of oil. This cruz bf oil should have burned for one day. 

Instead, it burned until new oil could be prepared, a process which took eight days. Thus, 

in remembrance of this miracle of the cruz of oil, we celebrate Chanukah for eight days. 

But, why should we celebrate Chanukah for eight days? It would seem from the 

facts of the Chanukah story that we would celebrate Chanukah for only seven days. After 

all, the cruz of oil was supposed to burn one day naturally. The miracle was the last seven 

days, not all eight days. 

Our Rabbis are teaching us something very profound by having us celebrate 

Chanukah the full eight days. They are teaching us that all miracles are based on our own 

efforts. If the Maccabees wouldn’t have lit the cruz of oil on the first day, God would not 

have seen to it that it would have burned another seven days. The whole Chanukah story 

is really the story of the cruz of oil. Obviously, to many impartial observers, we Jews 

couldn’t overcome the Selucid Empire. Mattathias’ act of rebellion was obviously an 

empty gesture which could only come to nought, but it didn’t. Because he started 

something, which was right and just, God saw to it that it succeeded. 

What Chanukah is telling us is that when we see wrong, we must make the first 

effort, then God will finish the job. If we don’t make that first effort, there will be no 

miracles and injustice will persist. All too often, the cry is heard that since our goals are 

unattainable, we might as well not do even what is possible. Why light the oil if it can’t 
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last eight days? Why even do what is possible? Chanukah, with all her lights, blazes out 

against this attitude and reminds us that if we will light the first light miracles will follow. 

Routine and moral failure 

Chanukah is almost upon us. The first night this year falls on Saturday. The first 

Chanukah Candle should be lit that night after Shabbos is over. Chanukah, of all the 

Jewish holidays, is the only one which Jewish tradition demands we publicize. We are 

told, by our Rabbis, to put our Menorahs near a window so that all who pass by, Jew and 

non-Jew alike, will take notice of it. What is the meaning of this? Why should we be 

concerned about publicizing Chanukah? Why should it, of all the Jewish holidays, be so 

singled out? It is only a minor festival instituted by the Rabbis. 

Undoubtedly, there are many answers to this question. But, to my mind, the 

following one is the most significant. Not only are we told to publicize Chanukah but, we 

are also told that during the first half hour, when the Chanukah Candles burn, no use may 

be made of them. They, unlike the Shabbos Candles whose light we may enjoy, in fact 

should enjoy, cannot be used for reading, working, etc. To my mind, these two 

injunctions of publicizing Chanukah and not enjoying the Chanukah Candles are related. 

I believe our Rabbis are telling us something very significant about the Maccabees’ 

victory, about a truly religious person and about being human. 

Too many of us are tied to our routine. To too many of us, our routine is our 

religion. To too many of us, doing good, being human is something we can only do if we 

can fit it into our routine_ If it doesn’t fit into our routine or schedule, we immediately 

find reasons for not doing what we know is right. Against this attitude, I believe the 

Menorah thunders. The Menorah, with its lights shining which we cannot use, teaches us 

an important lesson. You want a miracle to occur. You want morality and goodness to 

spread through the world then first before you can enjoy my light, spread goodness about 

by your deeds, by your consideration for others. The miracle of the cruz of oil came about 

only after the Maccabees and those with them had sacrificed their routine, their security 

by revolting against the Syrian Greeks. You want religious peace of mind, a life filled 

with meaning, then remember, you cannot enjoy this light if you are not willing to 

sacrifice your routine, your preconceived plans. You must do what’s needed, when it’s 

needed to help others. This lesson we must constantly publicize. The truly religious do 

not get their emotional security from routine but from doing what’s right. 

Will our oil last? 

Much is made of the fact that Chanukah is a holiday which celebrates the first 

recorded struggle of a people for religious liberty. But, little is made of the fact that 

Chanukah is also a holiday which celebrates a victory of a people over itself. 

Long before Antiochus, the ruler of the Selucid Empire, promulgated his decrees 

(aimed at destroying Judaism and making Jews pagans), many Jews had already forsaken 

Judaism and embraced the paganism of their day. Paganism had penetrated into the 

highest places. Jason, a High Priest, paid Antiochus an exhorbitant sum of money in 
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order to gain permission to set up pagan institutions in Jerusalem, and to gain for 

Jerusalem’s citizens the right to be called citizens of Antioch. 

Greek games, which then were considered forms of worship, were instituted in 

place of some Temple services. The feeling was pretty general that Judaism was a dying 

thing and that all, that was needed was a little push and all the Jews would embrace the 

prevailing paganism. Antiochus, himself, would never have tried to convert the Jews had 

he not been reassured by the priests of Israel that Judaism no longer held the loyalty of 

the Jews. It is this struggle of the Jews to maintain themselves as Jews which is, to me, 

the most significant aspect of the story of Chanukah. 

This, I believe, is borne out by the stress we put on lighting the Menorah. After 

all, what is its importance? Why is all the symbology of Chanukah centered about the 

story of the miraculous burning of a cruz of oil for eight clays? (A cruz which should 

have been depleted by the end of the first day.) Granted that this was a miracle. But, 

wasn’t it more: miraculous that a small guerrilla band defeated the mighty Selucid 

Empire? Shouldn’t our symbology deal with this feat or the many remarkable 

coincidences (which can only be explained as the presence of God in history) which 

made this victory possible? Why concentrate on a little cruz of oil which really has no 

significance in the overall story of a people fighting for religious liberty? 

This is, indeed, true if we look on just that aspect of the Chanukah story - the 

victory of a people over itself - then the story of the cruz of oil has crucial importance. At 

the time of Antiochus’ decrees, Judaism was weak. It could be compared to a single cruz 

of oil which, at most, could last only a day. It had no future. It was dying. And what was 

worse, it would be extinguished before there was any hope of raising a new generation 

which would be dedicated to the ideals and principles of Judaism. It would take eight 

days to obtain fresh pure oil. The cruz would be extinguished in one day. Judaism was 

doomed. 

Then the miracle happened. Stricken Judaism, the hollow shell of its former self, 

the religion which was generally acclaimed to be dying, managed to survive until a new 

committed generation took over the reins. It lasted the eight days. 

Let us hope and pray that, also, in our days (which are very similar for Judaism to 

those days of King Antiochus) we will see a similar miracle and that our stricken Judaism 

will last the eight days until a new committed generation can pick up the reins. 
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Israel 

Can you see the restored crown? 

When I was in Israel, I heard a brilliant lecture by Rabbi Rabinowitz, the head of 

Jews College in England. This lecture had basically as its theme, “What is the 

metaphysical meaning of the State of Israel or why does the State of Israel mean so much 

to each of us?” He then quoted from the Talmud (Yoma 69 b) which questions why the 

leaders of the Jewish people, who returned to Israel after the Babylonian captivity and 

who were grouped together in an Assembly, were called the Men of the Great Assembly. 

What was so great about them? They had all the problems which we have today if not 

more so, assimilation, intermarriage, religious apathy and scorn for their heritage. Yet, 

they, and not other leaders of more pious generations, were called the Men of the Great 

Assembly. 

The Talmud answers this question by saying that Moshe, when he prayed, 

referred to God as the great, the mighty and awesome. Jeremiah, on the other hand, could 

not bring himself to refer to God as awesome. “Strangers are occupying His Temple, 

where, then, are His awesome deeds?” Daniel, who lived after Jeremiah, could not bring 

himself to, refer to God as almighty. “Strangers are oppressing His people, where, then 

are His mighty deeds?” The leaders of the Jewish people, at the time of the return from 

the Babylonian captivity, were called Great because they returned the crown to its ancient 

estate, they permitted us, once more, to pray to the great, the mighty and the awesome 

God. They, by their actions, allowed us to see that “in face of fierce persecution by the 

nations, His people had, through His power, survived”. And not only had they survived 

but before them was a brilliant future. In our day, too, the rebirth of the State of Israel has 

caused the crown to be restored to its ancient estate, we, too, can now believe. Each of us 

now can, if we want to, see God’s providence in history. We can now all have a brilliant 

future. Ha-Tikva, the Hope, is not just a song; it gives hope to Jews throughout the whole 

world. 

How’s your Tachlis? 

There is a very wonderful Midrash which tells how, at the time of the creation, all 

the trees of the forest were up in arms when they heard that the Holy One Blessed Be He, 

had created iron - that deadly substance which could cleave through them all quickly and 

which could fell them all with just several successive blows. They quickly assembled and 

made their way to the Supreme Creator to register their protests. “Why have you created 

this substance,” they roared. “It will mean the destruction of us all. How could you have 

done such a thing.” God quietly listened to their complaints and then retorted, “You have 

nothing to fear. If none of you will supply the wood for an ax handle, the iron will be 

powerless against you.” 

I’ve often thought of this Midrash since I’ve been to Israel. Of course, in its 

obvious meaning - that if Jews work together and don’t, because of jealousy or other 

reasons, lend a hand to their enemies, their enemies will be powerless against them. But, 

I’ve also thought of it in another sense as well - the importance of knowing the basic 
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relationship between things. The trees didn’t know their own relationship to the iron and, 

as a result, their fears were exaggerated. 

I’m afraid that we, in America, have failed to recognize the basic relationship 

between things. We have stressed, way out of proportion, external esthetics, the sense of 

smell, shiny surfaces, etc. By so doing, we have seriously undermined such basic human 

needs as a feeling of community and family and a feeling of being rooted to the earth and 

nature. After all, the meat we eat comes from a smelly animal and the vegetables we 

consume come from the dirty insect ridden earth. But what’s worse, we have failed to 

provide certain basic human services which we could have provided but which we didn’t 

because we didn’t want to erect facilities which weren’t esthetically pleasing or which 

would not conform to certain external standards. We have failed to supply the Jewish 

concept of Tachlis: the concept which says that you should judge something by what it 

does or can do but never by just what it looks like. 

In Israel, at least up until now, the concept of Tachlis is still healthily appreciated. 

The basic relationship between things is still known. Many facilities may not look like 

much but they do their job. Israel’s hospitals, schools, etc., may not externally compare to 

ours in the U.S. but in what counts, in the education the kids receive, the low infant 

mortality rate, high life expectancy, etc., they, in many instances, have a much better 

record than similar institutions in the United States. 

How’s your balance? 

I’ve often wondered what makes the land of Israel so special. Why is it sacred to 

so many people? And, why, of all the spots in the world, was it chosen to be the promised 

land? There are certainly many other lands with more fertile soil, with more spectacular 

scenery, and with more mineral deposits, even with more desirable climates. Why should 

this land, of all the lands in the world, have come to symbolize the holy, the sacred, and 

the pure? It couldn’t have been because, in ancient times, it was the choicest of all lands. 

After all, Egypt was more fertile, Greece more scenic, and Turkey much richer in mineral 

deposits. What was it, and is it, that gives it its special character? This question struck me 

especially during a tour my wife and I took from Tel Aviv to the Golan Heights and back. 

We passed through many of the different regions of Israel, the Sharon, the hills of 

Shomrom, the Jezreel Valley, the Beit Shean Valley, Lake Kinneret, Eastern Galilee, the 

Hula, Upper Galilee, and the Golan Heights. What was it, I thought, that made all these 

different regions the Holy Land? It couldn’t have been because all the tilled lands we saw 

were green. There are many other countries with greener fields. In fact, Indiana is much 

lusher, agriculturally, than Israel. After much consideration, it occurred to me that what 

makes Israel the Holy Land is not the fact that its tilled fields were lush and green but the 

fact that the fields, which the Israelis had not yet had a chance to cultivate, its fallow 

lands, were yellow and lifeless. This seemed, to me, to be the answer. This land is 

different from most other lands. In most other lands, nature, itself, produces lush crops 

and green fields. But in Israel, this is not so. Everything is present in Israel but it either 

comes at the wrong time or is not in the right place. There is a lot of water in the North 
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but not in the South. It rains hard for six months, but then not at all for six months. Soils 

need to be mixed, etc. 

Everything is there but man has to look, study, and work in order to make sure 

that everything is balanced. When he does that, then he is blessed with lushness, rich 

harvests and the good life. But, if man doesn’t balance what is there, then the land 

becomes barren and lifeless. This, of course, is the secret of the holy, of the pure. Man 

too, within himself, has everything he needs. He just has to learn how to balance them. 

How to apply and use all the varying drives, thoughts, emotions, abilities, talents and 

responsibilities that are within him. If he does this, then he, too, will be blessed with the 

good, the lush, the happy, the holy life. If he does not, then he, like the barren land I saw, 

will be cursed, filled with hopelessness, despair, and will, to all intents and purposes, be 

lifeless. 

How are your distances? 

On Purim Day, the family and I went on a tour to Ein Gedi via Jerusalem, Jericho, 

Quamran and the northwestern shore of the Dead Sea. Ein Gedi is located on the shores 

of the Dead Sea or at least its lands are. The shore of the Dead Sea, in that area, still 

smells of sulphur and the Biblical account of the destruction of Sodom and Gemorah by 

fire and brimstone (sulphur) is still very vivid. The settlement of Ein Gedi is set back a 

little on an overlooking hill and draws its water from the famous beautiful Nahal David 

with its refreshing pool and waterfall. David fled to Ein Gedi when Saul turned ugly and 

tried to kill him and thus the pool and the gorge are named after him. Standing there, I 

was suddenly struck by the really short distance which separates the heights of Jerusalem 

from the depths of the Dead Sea. Jerusalem, the symbol of the heavenly., the pure, the 

refined, is really only a short distance from the barren, sulphurous Dead Sea, the lowest 

place on earth. In fact, from some places in Jerusalem, you can see the Dead Sea. 

The climb up from the Dead Sea to Jerusalem is very rough. The Midbar 

Yehudah, with its rugged terrain, looks just like the Wild West with its steep canyons and 

gorges. A Wadi isn’t just a dry river bed, it’s a deep canyon with steep walls. The climb 

up from a lower level existence to a higher level one is a hard task. To go up to Jerusalem 

is arduous business. But, the descent can be managed much easier. And, the distance 

really isn’t very great. This, unfortunately, is a lesson which our generation seems to have 

forgotten. It takes a lot of work and effort to try to live the good and moral life and it 

requires constant vigilance. Just give up for a little while and take the easier paths and 

soon you’ll find you have traversed the really short distance to the depths of human 

behavior. 

Of course, there is a saving feature. Even in the depths of the world, there is an 

Ein Gedi. And, if a person wants, he can, even there, find the proper nourishment and 

:make his way back up to the heights. Let no one make the mistake of thinking that 

because he’s in the depths, he is doomed to stay there forever. Pesach too, I believe, has 

something of this same message. By our efforts to expunge the Chometz from our homes 

(which, in this context, has the connotation of human weakness and failings), we testify 

to the fact that we can overcome our moral deficiencies and that we can make it back up 
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to the heights where we belong. We also say that if we don’t periodically look at our 

failings, we can, too, fall very quickly to the depths. We all periodically have to check 

our distances. May you all have a Happy and Meaningful Pesach and may all your 

distances be close to Jerusalem. 

Are you Jewishly conscious? 

The 14th day of Adar, the Megillah tells us, is to be celebrated as a day of great 

joy and feasting. This day, which our enemies sought to turn into a day of mourning, was, 

through the events recited in the Megillah, turned into a day of great joy and feasting. 

Jews throughout the world, who feared the worst, saw their enemies toppled and their 

lives rescued from almost certain death. Great was their feelings of joy and thankfulness. 

The story is told, though, of a certain Jew who lived in Esther’s time who felt no great joy 

and no feelings of thankfulness. In fact, he didn’t even feel a sense of relief. To him, the 

14th of Adar was just another working day. Why? 

Simple! He had never heard of Haman’s Evil Decrees in the first place. He never 

felt endangered and, therefore, he didn’t see any particular miracle in the fact that when 

the 14th day of Adar came, he was still alive. After all, objectively, how was the 14th day 

of Adar different from any other day? The sun rose, he still had to make a living, etc. The 

special character of the day completely eluded him. This special character really only 

existed and exists in a consciousness which he didn’t possess. This is true of most of 

Jewish life. It can only be appreciated, enjoyed and understood if it exists in a person’s 

consciousness. And, a person’s consciousness is formed as much by what doesn’t happen 

as by what does happen. This, especially, has struck me about Israel. 

Unless a person knows the history, the trials, the triumphs of our people in Israel 

since days of yore, what can Israel mean to him but another country with a temperate 

climate, rocky hills and tourist hotels? Its sand is like any other sand and its rocks are like 

any other rocks. To someone who comes here without a Jewish consciousness, what can 

it mean but another place to earn a living? Is it no wonder, then, that many of our young 

people in the U.S. have no feeling for Israel or for their fellow Jews? This is not the 

birthright of every Jew. In order to have a Jewish consciousness, you must develop it. 

How is yours? Better yet, how is your children’s? 
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