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BREISHIS - SITTING AND RESTING

July 28, 1995

"And on the seventh day G-d finished His work which He had made; and He rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had made.  And G-d blessed the seventh day, and hallowed it; because that in it He rested from all His work which God in creating had made."   Genesis 2:2

"Taharas", the sixth book of the Mishnah, tells us how the spiritual impurity called Tumah spreads.  The section "Negaim" describes a situation where someone with Tumah (called a Metzorah) is standing under a tree next to someone who has no Tumah.  As long as the Metzorah is walking or standing, his Tumah is not transferred to the other person. But if the Metzorah sits down, his Tumah spreads to everything under the tree, including the other person.  Why, we may ask, does the Tumah not spread when the Metzorah is standing or walking, but spreads only when the Metzorah sits down?

The Metzorah's walking or standing 'blocks' his Tumah from spreading, but his sitting lets it spread. This is a spiritual, non-physical transformation, and we will try to understand it by looking for other places in Jewish Law where a spiritual transformation occurs when 'sitting' or 'resting' takes place.  

For example, one case is Shabbos.  For six days we move around, involved in our weekday activities, but as soon as we rest on Shabbos, a magnificent spiritual transformation takes place, and the spiritual dimension of holiness - Kedushah - opens up.  We work during the  week to earn a living and perfect the world,  but the moving around seems to act as a barrier between us and the spiritual dimension that flowers so beautifully when we 'sit down' and rest on Shabbos. 

The topic of sacrifices in the holy Temple provides another example where 'sitting' causes a spiritual transformation.  There are three steps that a Priest must perform with an animal sacrifice.  In the first step, called Kaballah, he receives into a vessel the blood spurting from the animal..  He then walks with the blood to the altar in the second step called Hollachah.  The final step, called Zreekah, is when he splashes the blood against the wall of the altar.  Forgiveness and atonement, the purpose of the sacrifice, is not accomplished by receiving and walking with the blood, but only occurs when the third step is done, namely depositing the blood on the wall of the altar.  The spiritual transformation of Divine forgiveness happens only when the blood comes to rest on the altar.

Intriguingly enough, carrying an object on Shabbos in a public area - one of the 39  prohibited activities on Shabbos - bears a striking similarity to the three steps the Priest performs with a sacrifice.  Carrying involves picking the object up, walking with it, and then putting it down.  The Meiri says that the third step of putting the object down is the essential 'work' of carrying.  A person can lift an object on Shabbos and walk with it for hours, but only when he lets it rest on a surface is Shabbos violated, and only then does he becomes liable for the severe penalties of transgressing Shabbos.

A common theme in these examples is that when movement stops, and something comes to rest, a certain spiritual state is activated.  When the Metzorah sits down, his Tumah spreads to everything else under the tree.  When we stop our weekday activity and rest on Shabbos, the spiritual Kedushah of Shabbos blossoms.  When the Priest deposits the sacrificial blood by the altar, Divine forgiveness takes place.  And when someone carrying an object on Shabbos puts it down, he violates the sanctity of Shabbos.

Judaism maintains that there is a spiritual aspect of reality that transcends the physical world we see and touch.  These examples seem to imply that movement itself can separate us from this spiritual dimension, and coming to rest somehow helps bridge the gap to the spiritual.  Other examples come to mind:

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
When our day is done, we rest in states called sleeping and dreaming, states often associated with a spiritual dimension, such as when the Almighty talked to Yaacov in a dream.  

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
The Talmud says that sleep is 1/60th of death, that ultimate state of rest when the spirit rejoins the spiritual world it came from.  

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Jewish institutions of learning are called Yeshivas, a word whose root means 'sitting', perhaps signifying that a student's body must come to rest before his mind can open up to knowledge and wisdom.  

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
We sit down when  saying Shema while reaffirming our daily commitment to Heaven.  

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
A Rabbi gives spiritual Rabbinic status to another by 'resting' (Smeechah) his hands on the new Rabbi's head. 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Mishnah 14:6 in Zevachim tells us that fourteen years after entering Israel, Shilo became the focus of worship because it was called 'The Rest' (Menucha). 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
On the other hand, Cain's wandering and lack of rest represents his exile from the Creator, a fate similar to that of the Jewish people for the last 2000 years when we've been exiled from our holy Temple. 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
In commercial relationships, a 'smeechas ha das' (a resting of the mind) - also known as a 'meeting of the minds' - is necessary for the transformation of selling (kinyan) to take place.  

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Salespeople emphasize that 'nothing happens until the sale is closed', when the negotiating comes to rest and the buyer and seller agree.  

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
The spiritual transformation called marriage (Kedushin) requires tangible proof - such as the woman's acceptance of a ring - that she has 'smeechas ha das', a 'resting of the mind', regarding the man she is marrying.

We may now return to our initial question with greater insight.  In the above cases - including Tumah, Shabbos, sacrifices, sleeping, dreaming, and learning - coming to a state of rest serves as a key that opens the door to a spiritual dimension.  When the Metzorah walks or stands under the tree, his actual or potential movement keeps that door closed.  Sitting down brings the physical to a state of rest long enough to let the door open, letting the spiritual intermix with the physical, allowing the Tumah to spread to the objects under the tree. Physical movement seems to keep the door between the physical and spiritual closed, and coming to a state of rest enables that door to open.  We can feel this door open most tangibly when we rest on Shabbos.

With this insight, we can now ask a larger question.  We noticed the similarity between the three steps that the Priest performs with the sacrifice and the three steps involved in carrying an object on Shabbos.  Each involves picking up, transporting, and  depositing.  We observed that the third step is the most significant, bringing either Divine forgiveness with the sacrifice, or causing Shabbos to be violated in the case of carrying.  We will now focus on the significance of the other two steps - of picking up and transporting - and ask how are they different from each other, and what role they play in the total event when the three steps are done together?

Let's review what the Priest does with the sacrifice for these first two steps.  During Kaballah, he stands with a vessel and receives the blood spurting from the neck of the animal that has just been slaughtered.  During Hollochah, he carries this vessel to the altar.  A clue to the significance of these two actions may be provided by the fact that these same two words (Kaballah and Hollachah) appear in relation to another aspect of Jewish Law, namely when a man gives a woman a writ of divorce (a get).  In this process, both the woman and the man may appoint an agent.  The agent appointed by the woman, to receive the get for her, is called the agent of Kaballah (receiving), and the man's agent, to give the get for him, is called the agent of Hollachah (going).  

These two actions done by the Priest - Kaballah and Hollachah - represent two fundamentally different aspects of life. The first action - Kaballah - involves receiving, and taking in, actions that may be characterized as feminine, just as the agent of Kaballah that receives the get is the representative of the woman.  The second action - Hollachah - involves going, carrying, walking, doing - obviously more action oriented, and may be characterized as masculine, just as the agent of Hollachah that gives the get is the representative of the man.

This distinction between receiving and doing is echoed in two interesting aspects of science. In the 1920's scientists came up with a set of formulas called Quantum Mechanics that has become a cornerstone of physics.  It says that all elementary particles, such as electrons that make up electricity and photons that make up light, are both particles and waves.  When seen as a particle, it has a specific location, and when seen as a wave, it has a specific momentum, or movement.  A fundamental rule is that one cannot see it as a particle and a wave at the same time.  If we see it as a particle, we know nothing about its qualities as a wave.  Likewise, if we see it as a wave, we know nothing about its qualities as a particle.  This, called the Hiesenberg uncertainty principle, says that there are two ways of looking at reality that are mutually exclusive.  We can see things as an accountant sees them, as measurable, fixed objects.  Or we can see things as a musician, as an impressionistic symphony of interacting waves.  

This distinction also occurs in Psychology in a theory that says that each half of our brain specializes in a different way of looking at the world.  It suggests that our 'right brain' responds as a musician to an impressionistic symphony of interacting waves, and that our 'left brain' responds analytically as an accountant to a world of measurable fixed objects.  

Perhaps this same distinction is suggested by the first two actions of the Priest. Kaballah represents one important aspect of ourselves and reality, and that is characterized by receiving, and the 'feminine' and 'right-brain' way of seeing the world as waves.  Hollochah represents the other aspect of ourselves and reality, characterized by action, going, doing and the 'masculine and 'left-brain' way of seeing the world as particles.

A crucial message of the sacrifice, therefore, is that the Priest must take both of these aspects of life and reality, and bring them to bear on the third and most important step, the depositing of the blood on the altar.  As we've shown above, this is the step that opens the door to the spiritual aspect of reality, letting the spiritual touch the physical, bringing about Divine forgiveness.  We must take both aspects of ourselves - the receiving feminine oriented, and the masculine action oriented - and culminate the process with the third step that involves 'rest', 'sitting down', and the stopping of action that dedicates all of ourselves to opening up the door to the spiritual nature of reality.  

The reader may already have noticed that the words describing the first two steps done by the Priest - Kaballah and Hollocha - bear a striking similarity to two aspects of Jewish life.  Kaballah is associated with a receiving of the tradition, often of difficult and intangible subjects.  Hallachah, a slight change in the word from Hollochah, on the other hand signifies our performance of the commandments.  If this is more than just a coincidental similarity of words, our Sages could be telling us a very important principle about the nature of Judaism.  Perhaps the message is that we must take the energy we spend in Kaballah and Hallachah, and carry that energy to the performance of a third step, represented by the Priests depositing the blood on the wall of the holy altar.  This involves a kind of 'rest' and 'sitting' that opens up the door to the spiritual nature of reality, powerful enough to evoke Divine forgiveness.

We must therefore end with a question.  What in Jewish life does this third and crucial step refer to?  If the Priest performs Kaballah and Hollachah without doing Zreeka, the purpose of the sacrifice has not been accomplished, and the door to Divine forgiveness has not been opened.  What in Judaism, beyond Kaballah and Hallachah, must we do that is represented by this third important step, that opens up the doors to the spiritual and Divine forgiveness?

__________________________________________________________________

NOACH - DERECH ERETZ

January 8, 1995

"On the same day were all the fountains of the great deep broken up, and the windos of the heaven were opened.  And the rain was upon the earth forty days and forty nights."    Genesis 7:11

In the Chumash and Gemorah, water is often used as a symbol of instability and destruction.  The sinful generation of Noah was destroyed by a great flood.  Reuven is called 'unstable as water'.  The Gemorah in Chagigah says that when G-d was creating the world, water was about to flood and destroy the world, until G-d said 'Enough!'.  Then the deluge drew back and became confined, thereby saving the world.  The Gemorah in Megillah says that David stood where the Altar of the Temple was to be, and found it was the mouth of the 'tehom', the 'great deep'.  This 'tehom' started rising, ready to overflow and destroy the world until David threw in something with G-d' s name written on it.  The water then receded too far, so David recited the psalms that begin 'Songs of Ascent' until the water was at its correct level.  The Gemorah in Shabbos says that the act of carrying something from place to place cannot begin or end on water, because that is not considered a stable place.  

The Gemorah in Niddah tells the story of two men who were about to go on a profitable business trip, when one of them fell ill.  After his friend departed, the sick man complained bitterly to G-d, asking why he was being punished and being denied the opportunity for making this money.  Then he learned that his partner's ship sank in a storm at sea.  When an object is wet it becomes more susceptible to becoming 'tomay', spiritually impure.  A medresh about Yosef says that water is a symbol for desire, perhaps because of its free-flowing and unbounded nature, and that because Yosef passed the test regarding desire with Potifar's wife, the Red Sea split when it saw Yosef's bones.

In these examples, water represents instability, desire, and destructiveness.  How is it possible, then, that water is also a symbol for Torah, the essence of 'meaning' that G-d looked into before creating the world?  How can water be a symbol for both instability and destruction on one hand, and be a symbol for Torah on the other?  Doesn't that make water into a 'mixed metaphor'?  

Perhaps this dilemma of symbols can be resolved by saying that spiritual growth occurs in several stages.  In the beginning, we find within ourselves a raging, uncontrolled sea of feelings and desires that must be bounded and brought into line.  It is over these primal waters that we thank G-d for building dry land.  Without 'eretz' and a sense of 'mocom' (place) over this turbulence, we and the world are quickly destroyed.  

Once we have land, we can plant seeds in the ground.  The seeds in the ground cannot grow without water.  The entire Messechet Taanis deals with praying for rain to enable the ground to give forth food and permit life to exist.  In Ashray we acknowledge that G-d brings rain in its proper time, and the Shema says that the punishment for sin is drought that destroys life.  After three years of famine, Eliyahu stood on Mount Carmel and his prayers for rain were answered, and the people cried out 'The L-rd He is G-d".  Without rain there is famine, and life shrivels.  

This is the water that is symbolic of Torah.  Both water and Torah are required to sustain life.  But before water can help life grow and flourish, we must have the ground.  We must have a foundation, a bedrock, a place for life to sink its roots into.  Leashing the torrents of emotion and desire, giving it the structure symbolized by land, is a prerequisite stage for enabling the water of Torah to help life grow and flourish.  

Perhaps this is one of the meanings of the phrase 'Derech eretz kadmin le Torah', 'the way of the land precedes Torah'.  There is a primary and essential stage of spiritual growth that involves reining in our primal desires, having 'derech eretz', the way land gives boundaries and shape to the sea, the way one of G-d first acts was to lay a foundation of land on the tumultous waters.  Only with this 'derech eretz' in place can we have stability and a sense of calm required for growth.  Then we can plant our seeds and help them grow with the water of Torah.  

This idea is supported by an interesting hallachah regarding mikveh.  When an object is 'tomay', spiritually impure, is can be put into a mikveh and it becomes 'tahor', spiritually clean.  There are two types of mikvehs.  The first is a hole in the ground that rain falls into, and the second is a river that is fed by an underground spring.   However, during the rainy season when the majority of the water in a river comes from the rain, the river can no longer be used as a mikveh. Perhaps this is because the water that takes away spiritual impurity must at some point be bounded by land.  A pit with rain water is bounded by land, and the spring water that feeds the river was bounded by land before it bubbled up from the ground.  But rainwater that falls directly into a rushing river has never been bounded by land, and therefore has never been stable, and its water cannot take away 'tumeh'.  

We confront two types of water throughout our lives.  The first is the primal, surging torrent of desire that must be bounded to prevent life from quickly destroying itself.  Any society or person that doesn't rein in this primal water will quickly annihilate itself.  At the outset we must establish a bedrock of derech eretz, a foundation of stable land, before we can begin the process of growth.  Derech eretz kadmin le Torah, the way of earth precedes the Torah.  Then we can begin our lives, and plant the seeds in the good earth. Then we can  nourish life with the good water of Torah.  

 __________________________________________________________________

NOACH - TENTS

October 24, 2001

“May Yaphet live in the tents of Shem” (Genesis 9:27)

The only men saved after the great flood were Noah and his sons Shem, Yaphet, and Cham.  Therefore, all people are descended from one or a combination of these sons, especially in terms of culture and philosophy.  These sons had unique personalities, and it is interesting to speculate how different peoples today reflect a combination of these personalities.  

Shem was spiritual, and the Jewish people descend from him.  The word ‘semite’ is derived from his name, and perhaps also the word ‘shame’. Yaphet is the father of the Greeks and is the progenitor of the aesthetic and logical underpinnings of Western Civilization.  Some say that the Chinese also come from Yaphet.  Cham’s descendants occupied Canaan and Egypt, and he was noted for his passion and depravity.  

Noah made an interesting prophecy regarding his sons:  “May Yaphet live in the tents of Shem” (Genesis 9:27).  This is often interpreted that Shem should develop the spiritual aspect of the world to such an extent that it becomes an enveloping environment for civilization.  Certainly this is the grand vision of the mission of the Jews, to be a “Kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”   In order to accomplish this mission, Shem's descendents were given communication skills to help them build this tent, as evidenced by their being the "people of the Book" Today, many are in the media business, helping to build a "virtual tent", creating what Marshall McLuhan calls the "global village". 

Has American media been used to create a tent of spirituality for civilization?  Though American media has many good aspects, there is an underside that has unfortunately packaged the spirit of Cham into a popular culture characterized by sex and violence in movies, television, music, books, magazines, and newspapers.  As we enter the 21st century, a portion of the media provides an environment in which Yaphet is living in the tents - not of Shem - but of Cham. 

A strange consequence of this is the effect it has on Yishmael, the father of the Arabs.  Yishmael is an amalgam of two of these personalities - he is the child of Abraham (from Shem) and Hagar, the daughter of Pharoah (from Cham).  Yishmael is a fusion of Shem’s spirituality and Cham’s passion and wildness.  Perhaps the strictures of Islam are meant to give assistance to Yishmael’s Shem-side in order to help him keep in check his Cham-side.  What outsiders may see as ‘extreme’ measures may be an effort by Yishmael to keep his Cham within acceptable bounds.  Yishmael feels these opposite forces within him, and tries to tame the Cham with the uplift of Shem.

That may be why some Moslems respond so negatively to the portion of American popular culture that exemplifies and even glorifies ‘Cham’.  After devoting so much effort to controlling the Cham inside him, he finds that American media exported around the world arouses and inflames his internal Cham.  He finds that his effort to make his Cham subordinate to his Shem is undercut by the tent of Cham built by American media.   He feels betrayed and threatened.  His excessive reaction may also be attributable to his Cham-side. 

One solution to this problem is for Shem to fulfil his mission, and build a tent of spirituality to uplift the world.   Packaging Cham’s nature for the world, with media that glorifies violence and physical passion, has had many negative consequences.  For example it makes it harder for the world to reach its spiritual potential, and it also has the effect of arousing Yishmael's Cham and anger. 

A religious Jew, who is already sensitized to the negative aspects of American popular culture, may understand that American culture needs to be cleaned up and raised to a higher level of modesty and spirituality.  But he may say, “What can I do about it? I don’t have any influence on the media conglomerates, why would they listen to me?”

There’s a relevant section from the Talmud (Shabbos 55a) that speaks to this point.   The Almighty is about to do away with some who are sinning in Jerusalem when the Attribute of Judgement (midas ha din) suggests that the righteous people of Jerusalem should be done away with first.  Why?  Because they didn’t try to reach out those who were guilty.  The Almighty points out that such ‘reaching out’ would not have worked.  Quite true, says the Attribute of Judgement, but the righteous didn’t know that.  The Almighty acquiesces, and begins by doing away with the righteous.  The moral is that we must do what we can to try to make things right, even when we’re quite sure that our efforts will be to no avail. 

Due to his inner conflict, Yishmael has indicated that he doesn't want to live in the tents of Cham, as exported by American media.  Religious people in America also have an aversion to this aspect of the media, though they don’t respond as violently (after all, most don’t have Cham locked up inside of them trying to get out).  The descendants of Shem have a mission to build a tent that can envelop the world in holiness.  They have an obligation to reach out to the leaders of American media, and help ensure that a new tent is built, a new and uplifting spiritual environment for the world to live in.   

________________________________________________________________________

LECH LECHA - THE COVENANT

October 27, 2000

People have free will.  At every moment, we choose what to do, what to say, where to go.  To give us this wonderful gift, the Almighty must hide Himself, because if His presence were visible to us, we would be awed into obedience. When Man is good, he is better off because Heaven’s blessings proliferate and society flourishes.  But the Almighty cannot tell us this too directly, because that would take away our free will.  Mankind initially abused this free will, and chose to be immoral, bringing on the flood.

When Abraham publicized knowledge of the Almighty, the Almighty established a covenant with Abraham and his descendants to be His public relations firm.  This allowed for the dissemination of the knowledge of the Almighty without interfering with free will. The plan was for the Jews to be a society of holy families that, by their very presence, would show the world that holiness and goodness are a preferable option.  People coming into contact with Jews would feel the Divine presence and be inspired to be good. The Jewish mission was to be a ‘Kingdom of Priests and a Holy Nation’.  The reward for the Jewish people would be bountiful spiritual and wordly blessings. 

But there is a downside to this covenant.  If the Jewish people don’t fulfill this mission, the world is left without a moral compass, and the result is the whirlwind of punishments described in the Tochacha, the ‘chastisements’.  Then the enemies of the Jews get stronger in fulfillment of the phrase ‘nakeme brit’, ‘revenge of the covenant’.  Every Jew carries this immense responsibility of representing a ‘Holy Nation’, and no Jew can opt-out.  The question at every moment is that when people come in contact with Jews, are the people spiritually inspired by how the Jews act?

This is discussed in Messechet Yuma 86a. It says that if a Jew who learns Torah treats others cordially (with nachas) and is honest in business (maasa vematan be’emuna), others will say ‘Blessed are those who taught him Torah’.  This is good advertising, and is called ‘Kiddish Hashem’, the sanctification of the Almighty’s Name.  But if a Jew does not treat others cordially or is dishonest in business, others will say ‘Woe to those who taught him Torah.’  This is called ‘Chillul Hashem’, desecration of the Almighty’s Name.  The word ‘Chillul’ literally means ‘empty’, just as a flute is called a ‘challil’ because it is empty.  Chillul Hashem means emptying the world of the knowledge of the Almighty.  The Gemara says that this is by far the worst of all sins, because it reduces the level of holiness in the world, and is a direct violation of the  covenant.  There is no way to atone for this sin during one’s life, and the only atonement comes with death.

A Tosesfta on Baba Kamma 113b says that Chillul Hashem towards a non-Jew is much worse than towards a Jew.  A Jew will respond by attributing the desecration to an individual, but a non-Jew will see it as casting a negative light on Jews, Torah, and the Almighty.  A commentary  (Minchas Bicurum) says that death is atonement only in relation to another Jew, because the desecrator’s death is seen as the Hand of the Almighty reasserting Itself, increasing the faith that was diminished.  The non-Jew, however, is less likely to make this connection and therefore even death will not bring atonement.

An Olympic star (Jesse Owens) who won the gold medal for the 100 yard dash once said “A lifetime of training for ten seconds”.  The years of training were preparation for the race.  A Jew’s years of learning Torah, praying, and doing mitzvas are training for those times that we have contact with others.  They are meant to raise our spiritual level and increase our connection to the Almighty.  Just as no one would enter an Olympic race without an enormous amount of training, a Jew's religious life also entails an enormous amount of training.  The moment of truth occurs when others meet Jews and judge whether their spiritual training has worked or not, and whether the Torah seems to them true or not.  The Gemarah specifies that the yardsticks in these moments of truth are treating others cordially and being honest in business.

The more the Jew is seen as representing the Torah way of life, the more effect he will have on others, either positively or negatively.  As a Jew lives a life of Torah, and the more he learns, prays, and does mitzvahs, it’s as if he is reaching a higher and higher number - 1000, 10,000, 100,000, and so on.  When his contact with others leads to a Kiddish Hashem, then the sign in front of the number is a plus sign.  If however it leads to a Chillul Hashem, the sign in front of the number is a minus sign.

We experience and use consciousness every moment, and yet science has found consciousness to be an impenetatrable mystery, and has no idea what it is.  This is because consciousness is non-physical and is our link to the Almighty Who is also non-physical.  The Jewish Sages have concretized the Torah into a way of life that is designed to refine and uplift consiousness and increase the bandwidth with which it is connected to the Divine.  This is done in a way that keeps a person connected to the world, while sanctifying the world and increasing the experience of the Almighty’s presence in the world.  The ancient Greeks associated wine with their god Dionysis that represented debauchery.  Jews lift up wine during Kiddush and dedicate their desires to sanctify the Almighty’s presence in the world.  

The Jewish life of learning Torah, praying, and doing mitzvahs is a training regimen, to increase spiritual strength and stamina for the Olympic races that occur every day.  The mission for which all Jews, with no exception, have been selected by the Almighty is to use this regimen to uplift themselves as individuals, families, communities, and as a Jewish people.  The training leads up to the ‘ten seconds’ that should result in others saying ‘Blessed is their Torah and the Almighty that gave it’.  Every moment is ripe for the possibility of Kiddish Hashem or Chilul Hashem. The stakes are high. This covenant is a grand mission. The world needs for the Jews to be excited by their mission, to embrace it, and to fulfill it. 

________________________________________________________________________

CHAYA SARAH - THE KINYAN REVOLUTION

July 16, 1999
“So Avraham bowed down before the members of the council.  He spoke to Efron in the hearing of the members of the council, saying: ‘Rather, if only you would heed me!  I give you the price of the field, take it from me, that I may bury my dead there.”  Genesis 23:12
Messechet Kiddushin begins by asking how we know that a man can marry a woman by offering her something worth money, such as by giving her the traditional wedding ring.  It answers that we learn it from a word appearing in two different phrases in the Torah, a mechanism known as a ‘gezerah shavah’.  In this case the common word is ‘take’ (kichah).  One phrase is ‘When a man takes a woman’ in marriage.  The other phrase is from the story describing Avraham’s buying a field from Efron (the Hittite) to serve as Sarah’s burial site.  Avraham says “I give you the price of the field, take it from me.”  The Gemarah then says that ‘taking is called an acquisition (kinyan)’, citing the verse “The field that Avraham acquired”, leaving us with the conclusion that an acquistion (kinyan) of a woman can be done with money. 

There are some problems in understanding this compact piece of Gemarah.  First, as Tosfos mentions, the two ‘takings’ that make up the ‘gezerah shavah’ are not parallel.  You would expect that the ‘taking’ of the woman would be compared to the ‘taking’ of the field, and since the taking of the field was accomplished by money, that the taking of the woman can likewise the done through money.  But upon examination, we see that the phrase is not ‘Avrahom took the field’, but rather Avraham said to Efron ‘take (the money) from me’.  The taking of the woman is not compared to the taking of the field, but rather to the offering of the money.  Tosfos says this is an unusual ‘gezera shava’.  The Ritvah goes further and says that this lack of parallelism is so unusual that it’s not a ‘gezerah shavah’ at all, but rather is a ‘geliu milsa’ (revealed thing).   We can ask if there is any  significance in this unusual lack of parallelism, especially with regard to the subject at hand, namely ‘acquiring’ a woman with money. 

The second problem appears when we look closely at the dialogue between Avraham and Efron.  Efron begins by offering the field to Avraham for free.  Avraham objects, and that is when he offers the money.  Only then does Efron name a price of 400 shekels.  The question is how could Avraham have offered money to Efron before a price was agreed upon? How much money was he offering Efron before they agreed on a price?

The third problem is understanding the phrase ‘taking is called an acquisition (kinyan)’. What taking are we referring to?  As we mentioned, it does not say that Avraham took the field, but rather that Avraham referred to the money saying ‘take it from me’.  How is this offering of the money called an acquisition (kinyan)? 

In order to present a possible answer, we must review the historical context of the times.  A few generations before Avraham, the world was destroyed in a cataclysmic flood.  One of the main sins of the generation killed by the flood was ‘hamas’.  This was a form of stealing where a person says: “I like your cow, here’s $1 for it,  I’m taking it’.  One of the main sins of Sodom was robbery.  The medresh says that if a person couldn’t be arrested for stealing less than a certain amount (let’s say a dime’s worth), everyone would take just less than that amount from a merchant till everything was gone.   Kichah, taking, was the order of the day, and people lived by the dictum ‘Might makes right’.  People took what they liked whenever they liked, and ownership meant nothing if it couldn’t be backed up by force.  

With this background in mind, we can better understand the dialog between Avraham and Efron. When Efron offered his field, Avraham understood that the offer was in the context of the standard ‘kichah’ of the time, and that Efron would feel it was his right to take the field back if and when he felt like it. Avraham wanted his ownership of the field to be more durable. Therefore Avraham proposed to Efron the revolutionary idea of the kinyan, a kind of acquisition that meant permanent transfer of ownership.  A kinyan is radically different from the free-for-all takings (kichas) that were the usual practice.   In a kinyan, a buyer offers some money for the object he wants, and the seller can accept or refuse this purchase price.  If the seller rejects it, he retains the object.  If the seller accepts the purchase price, ownership is transferred to the buyer, and the seller can’t take it back whenever he feels like it.  The buyer now becomes the new undisputed owner.

When Efron first offered his field for free, this was based on the loose ‘kichah’ principal, where ‘kichah’s are not permanent, but things are taken at any time based on the current mood and relative strength.  In response, when Avraham responded with “I give you the price of the field, take it from me”, he wanted the offer and acceptance of money to symbolize a meeting of the minds, effectuating a permanent transfer of ownership.  At this point, Avraham wasn’t offering a specific amount of money, but was suggesting that he wanted more than a ‘taking/kichah’.  He wanted to make a kinyan on the property by his offering and Efron’s accepting an agreed upon amount of money.  Then Efron showed his agreement with this kinyan principal by naming a price he’d be satisfied with. Then when Avraham gave him the 400 shekels, it closed the deal, the kinyan was done, and the ownership was permanently transferred.  

When the Gemarah says ‘kichah is called a kinyan’, it can be loosely translated as ‘This kichah is what became known as a kinyan’.  This means that Avraham used a higher form of kichah called a kinyan, that is based on an offer and acceptance of an agreed upon amount of money. The kichah’s of the time resembled stealing because they could be  done against the owner’s will, but a kinyan can only be done with the owner’s acquiescence shown by his accepting the agreed upon purchase price.  When Avraham said ‘Take (the money) from me”, he was saying that he wanted the agreement on price and the transfer of money to serve as evidence of Efron’s willingness to part with the land in return for the money.  This, then, would become a permanent kinyan, and not a ‘might-makes-right’ kichah. 

We can now understand why the ‘gezerah shavah’ is not parallel.  The gezerah shavah is comparing two complimentary kichahs, the taking of something and the taking of money in return for it.  These two kichah’s are complimentary halves that together make up a kinyan.  The gezerah shavah links the taking of a women with Efron’s taking the money, because Efron’s taking the money showed that he was totally willing to part with the field. This focuses on the important requirement that a man who wants to marry a woman must offer her money without even the hint of force.  Then the woman’s acceptance of the money represents her willingness to participate in this marriage, defining marriage in the model of Avraham’s new kinyan rather than the old brute-force kichah. 

The Chumash gives many examples that ‘kichahs’s of women were the norm.  Dina was taken against her will.  Whenever Avraham or Yitzchak went down to Egypt, they were in danger of their wives being taken away from them.  Women were taken and re-taken whenever someone strong enough to do the taking came along.  Women could not refuse this ‘taking’, and it only lasted until another ‘taking’ took place.  

The Gezerah Shavah tells us that the phrase ‘When a man takes a woman’ must not be understood as the kind of ‘taking’ against a woman’s will that was the norm in those days.  Rather that kichah but must be linked to the ‘kichah’ where Avraham offered money for Efron’s field, allowing Efron to refuse or name whatever price he wanted.  When a price is suggested, offered, and accepted, the willingness on the part of both parties represents a kinyan that bears no resemblance to the kichah-stealing alternative.  

The Gezerah Shavah says that this principal of kinyan must be applied to marrying a woman.   If a man wants to marry a woman, he must offer money, and she has the option to refuse.  She can name a higher price that would win her favor, or state that she refuses the marriage at any price, and the man must abide by her will.  Applying this concept of offer and acceptance of money to make a kinyan was a revolutionary step in woman’s rights.  She couldn’t just be taken, she had every right to refuse the offer.  Accepting the money showed there was a meeting of the minds, and demonstrated that this was a kinyan and not a kichah.  The Gezerah Shavah tells us that this radical kinyan that Avraham used in acquiring the field must be applied to marrying a woman, to make sure that her will is respected, and to make sure that the kinyan is permanent and can’t be undone by another man who wants to take her away.  Avraham elevated the commonplace kichah-stealing by introducing the principal of kinyan.  The Gezerah Shavah tells us to apply this important principal to the marriage of women, with all the respect for the will of a woman and the durability of marriage that that this implies. 

________________________________________________________________________

TOLDOS - GVURAH (STRENGTH)

February 6, 1995

"And he (Yitzchak) said 'Your brother came with guile, and has taken away your blessing."    Genesis: 27:35

The Babylonian Talmud begins with Brochos and ends with Nidah.  These Tractates deal with our strongest appetites, for food and relations, and their common message is that we must uplift our desires and subsume them under the Will of the Almighty.  As it says in Pirkei Avos, "Who is strong (a Gibor), one who is able to overcome his natural inclinations."  We often feel powerful emotions and desires coursing through us, and it takes courage and strength to direct them in a way that makes the Almighty proud.

Tradition says that our forefather Yitzchak is associated with the trait of Gvurah (strength), while Avraham is associated with Chesed (kindness) and Yaacov is with Emes (truth) because he merged strength and kindness together.  The idea that Yitzchak was the man of Gvurah, strength, may help explain two puzzling stories about Yitzchak, one from the Chumash and the other from the Gemorrah.

The Chumash tells us that Yitzchak wanted to give the physical brocha to Esav instead of Yaacov.  This is hard to understand because Esav was a 'man of the fields' who stole and killed, while Yaacov was concerned with being good, an 'ish tam be ohalim', like an innocent Yeshivah student studying in his tent.  One explanation is that Yitzchak, being a man of Gvurah, knew the important truth that nothing gets done in this world without Gvurah.  We must be strong enough to overcome countless internal and external challenges in life if we are to fulfill our goals. 

Yitzchak saw that Esav, as bad as he was, at least had Gevurah, and perhaps in time could apply this strength to improve himself.  But Yaacov was just a 'nice Jewish boy' learning all day, who didn't seem to exhibit the Gevurah necessary for the struggles of life.  Rivkah saw that Yitzchak was making a mistake and convinced Yaacov to disguise himself as his brother and trick his blind father into obtaining the physical brocha.  When Esav came in Yitzhak realized he had been tricked, he trembled, and Rashi explains that he had given the brocha to the right person, Yaacov, after all.  

What made Yitzchak see this?  Ironically, perhaps he saw that because Yaacov had the strength and spunk to trick him, that he wasn't so namby-pamby after all, that he had the capability of true grit and Gevurah.  Indeed, for the rest of Yaacov's life he had many tests, such as with Lavan, Esav, and an angel to prove that he had Gevurah, and to overcome his natural inclination to be reclusive.  The Jews are called the children of Israel, the children of Yaacov, because the Jew has been called upon countless times in history to overcome his natural inclination to just be good and kind, and to exhibit Gevurah.  We will mention two such 'tests' in the Gemorrah.

The first, described in Sanhendrin, tells us that Herod, who came from a group that had been recently converted to Judaism against their will, had become the head of the Galil and had killed some people illegally.  The Sanhendrin called Herod, who appeared before it with armed guards.  The Sanhendrin was concerned that if they passed judgement on Herod, that his guards would attack them. The only one that was totally unafraid was the head of the Sanhedrin, the famous Shamai, known throughout Jewish Law for his decisions reflecting the need for Gevurah.  Shamai got up and said that they must dispense justice to Herod now.  But the rest of the Sanhendrin was afraid, and uncharacteristally postponed the decision to the next day.  That night Herod escaped, and when he later came to power he killed practically all the Jewish religious leaders, including 70 or the 71 members of the Sanhendrin, leaving only Shamain alive, perhaps because he respected his Gevurah.  

The other story, the one from Gittin that we often hear on Tish B'av, is about Kamtza /Bar Kamtza.  A rich man threw a party and and invited his friend Bar Kamtza, but by mistake the invitation went to Kamtza, someone he didn't like.  He tried to throw Kamtza out, who, to avoid embarrasment, offered to pay for the whole party.  But the host ejected Kamtza anyway, and the Gemorrah is clearly critical that the many sages present didn't object, knowing that to embarras someone is like killing him.  They exhibited a lack of Gevurah in defense of a fellow Jew.  

The story continues that Kamtza, filled with rage, sought revenge, and convinced the Roman leader to buy an animal to be offered as a sacrifice in the Temple.  Kamtza brought the offering on behalf of the Roman leader, but first put a blemish in the animal, making it unfit to be offered.  The Sanhendrin was in a quandry, because the offering was not fit to be offered, but not offering it might be interpreted as an act of rebellion against the Romans.  Some suggested that they offer it anyone, but the head of the Sanhendrin said no, that might teach people that an animal with a blemish could be offered as a sacrifice.  Then let's kill Kamtza, so he doesn't tell the Roman leader we didn't offer the sacrifice.  No, said the head of the Sanhendrin, they people might learn that someone making an blemish in an offering is killed.  The full Sanhendrin went along with his decision.  

The Gemorah then dramatically states: Reb Yochanon says that because of the annivus, humility, of the head of the Sanhendrin, the Temple was destroyed, burned to the ground, and we were thrown into exile.  The Jews again exhibited their natural proclivity to be an 'ish tam be ohalim', simple, good, and studious, but lacked the Gevurah needed to accomplish their historic goals.  Yitzchak, the man of Gevurah, foresaw that the Jews must overcome their tendency towards humility to accomplish their historical mission. This may also explain an enigmatic story in Messechet Shabbos.

 The Gemorrah there says that the Jews were acting bad, so Hashem went to Avraham and said 'Your people are sinning.'  Avraham replied that they probably deserve punishment.  Hashem then went to Yaacov who had the same response.  But when Hashem went to Yitzchak saying that the Jews were sinning, Yitzchak strenuously argued against punishment, and Hashem relented, sparing the Jews.  The strange story implies that the Chesed of that is the hallmark of Avraham and Yaacov is not enough to ensure Jewish survival, that true Ahavas Yisroel, love for one's fellow Jew, requires great courage, strength and Gevurah.

The Jew is confronted by many external and internal enemies, the Yetzer Hara from within and Barbarian enemies from without.  To rise to the occasion and accomplish our the goals that Hashem has set out for us, both between the Almighty and Man, and between Man and Man, the Jew must be very strong, and must incorporate within himself the essential characteristic of Gevurah. 

________________________________________________________________________

CHANUKAH AND THE 'PEACE ACCORDS'

December 5, 1993

While the Orthodox Jew traces his mesorah, or roots, back to Sinai, the likes of Yossi Belin and Shimon Peres trace their philosophical roots back to socialist ideology based on an altogether different 'mesorah'.  Belin and Peres trace their mesorah back through the utopian socialist ideals of Karl Marx, the European scientific enlightenment, and Greek philosophy.  These two 'mesorah's - Torah vs. Greek - had their first confrontation in the period we commemorate with Chanuakah, and they represent diametrically opposing viewpoints of man, history, and the world.  A recent confrontation between these 'mesorah's occurred during the Haskalah, that was a tremendous frontal attack on the Orthodox way of life and belief.

The so-called 'Peace' accords are based on the assumptions of the 'leftist', socialist, Hellenist belief system.  I want to outline some of these beliefs, and show how different they are from the Torah perspective.  Here are some of the Hellinist/Socialist assumptions the peace accords are based on:

1. The Greeks believed that man is essentially reasonable, and if he is educated and enlightened sufficiently, he will see that being good is the right way.  A society merely has to educate and enlighten people, and they will live in harmony and goodness.  Marx said that what is holding back this natural 'utopia' is that there is a class of oppressors who control things and keep the downtrodden oppressed.  Once the oppression is eliminated, then there will be a withering of the state, and the inherent goodness of people will emerge, and they will live in harmony.  To translate this into current day Israel, they feel that the Israeli government is oppressing the occupied  Arab population.  If the Arabs were liberated, educated, and enlightened, then everyone would live in peace, because the oppressive system would have been removed.  

The Torah, however, tells us that people have a strong evil inclination, and that only the love and fear of God can help people be good, and this is an ongoing personal and cultural fight.  Our Sages find it ludicrous that reason and logic are enough to make people good, and history has proved the Sages correct.  Not only did the Russian Revolution not end up in the withering away of the state, but gave rise to the wickedness of Stalin and the Gulag.  Succinctly, the Greek/Socialist viewpoint is naive.  The Israeli Labor government believes that since it is in the economic best interest for the Arabs to have peace, they will be logical and reasonable.  The religious person knows otherwise, that the Arabs will more likely ignore reason and follow their very strong emotional predisposition to anger and violence.

2. The Greeks and the Socialists believed that 'truth' can only be known by observation and scientific inquiry.  They felt that since no one has ever seen a neshama under a microscope, or seen God with a telescope, that any belief in God is unscientific superstition.  That accounts for the extreme condescension and ridicule that the secular Labor wing has for the religious element of Israeli society, especially those 'crazy' enough to live in 'occupied' territory.  They feel that people with 'unscientific religious superstions' - the 'opiate of the masses' - act irrationally, and are the true enemy of the scientific/socialists ideal.  Therefore they feel the only way to deal with the 'religious fanatics' is to ignore them, and make an 'end-run' around them to make 'peace.'  

The Religious person knows that only when people all unite to worship, love, fear, and obey God  will there be peace and harmony in the world.  And they know that God is ever present, even though He can't be seen with the senses, because He exists in a non-physical  realm.  A great deal of 'reality' is not perceivable with the senses, and we have been given the Torah to tell us how to navigate both the physical and non-physical reality.

3. The Greeks and Socialists have always been very sure of themselves, and are confident that they see the truth.  Therefore they have always felt justified in 'speeding up history' by taking drastic action.  Such action has always including letting those who stand in the way be expendable, because they believe the ends justify the means.  They can taste their utopia around the corner, so they won't let people stand in their way, even if it means killing them.  Who knows how much murder has been done in the name of the socialist utopia?  This explains why the 'peace accords' regard the 130,000 Jews living on the 'wrong' side of the green line as expendable.  The leftist/socialists see clearly the 'inevitability' of the 'liberation' and enlightenment of the 'oppressed' Arabs, and they want to speed up history even if that means throwing the Israelis living on the West Bank and Gaza to the wolves.  

The Religious Mesorah, on the other hand, knows that the ends never justifies the means, and that the value of even one life is tremendously sacred.   

The Religious Jews fought this philosphical battle during Chanukah 2200 years ago, and the Religious Jews won.  But the philophical battle has continued in full force till this day.  The real battle in Israel is between these two 'mesorah's, the Religious and the Greek.  The 'peace' accords are but an attempt by those with the Greek philosophy to 'speed up history' and implement their vision of history and man.  The Religious person knows that the Greek viewpoint, however prevalant, is founded on error.  We are now called upon to fight this new Chanukah battle, and we must pray that the Religious Mesorah will again overcome the beliefs of our Hellenized brothers.

____________________________________________________________________

VAYISHLACH - THE THREE PARTS OF THE NIGHT 

 February 23, 1995 

"Jacob was left alone and a man wrestled with him until the break of dawn."  Genesis 32:25

The beginning of Messechet Brochos states that the night is divided into three sections, called three 'watches'.  It then mentions the sign that distinguishes each section.

"In the first watch, the ass brays; in the second, the dogs bark; in the third, the child sucks from the breast of his mother, and the woman talks with her husband." (3a)

A little later, the Gemorah asks: when can we know that it is light enough for us to say the morning Shema, that the morning has actually arrived?  It answers:

"Reb Meir says: from the time that one can distinguish between a wolf and a dog; Rebbe Akiva says: Between an ass and a wild ass.  Others say: From the time that one can distinguish his friend from a distance of four amos." (9b)

If we combine these two statements, we see that the first part of the night is the dominion of the donkeys, but it is only in the morning that we can distinguish between domesticated and wild donkeys.  The second part of the night is the domain of dogs, but only in the morning can we tell the difference between a house dog and the much more dangerous wolf.  And the third section of the night is marked by intimacy and family socialization, but only in the morning can we recognize our friends.  At each stage of the night there is activity that we can only discern clearly when the morning comes.

The Gemorah in Avodah Zarah also divides a period of time into three parts, namely the 6000 year saga of human history.  The first 2000 years is called the era of 'tohu', emptyness.  The second 2000 years, beginning around the time of Avraham, is called the age of Torah.  And the last 2000 years, starting about the time of the destruction of the second Temple, is the era of Moshiach.  After this somewhat painful night of history, there will arrive the morning of Moshiach and redemption.

Both these Gemorahs raise many questions.  What does the first Gemorah mean when it says that the night is divided into domains characterized by donkeys, dogs, and socialization?  Is this literal, or a metaphor?  And when the second Temple fell, what does the Gemorah imply when it says that the era of Torah ended and the era of Moshiach started?  Perhaps we can understand both these Gemorahs better if combine them, and have them shed light on each other concerning the three periods of the long dark night of human history.  Perhaps both Gemorahs are talking about what we will understand about the three divisions of history when dawn breaks, and Moshiach brings the morning of redemption, and we will look back and see clearly what was shrouded in darkness throughout history.  

From this perspective, the period of history before Avraham is characterized by donkeys because the donkey is a dumb beast of burden, known mainly for its physical strength, its brawn and muscle.  It doesn't think much, but can be useful carrying burdens.  During this period of history, people didn't think much, but built their monuments and pyramids and conducted commerce.  The malevolent side of this period is represented by the wild donkey that runs amok and uses its physical strength to overpower others.  It is interesting that the Chumash refers to Yishmael as a wild donkey. During this period, the strong overpowered the weak, bringing about the retribution of the flood.  This is called 'tohu', nothingness, when the mind of Man was still weak.

Then Avraham arrived and told the world there is more to life than just the physical use of our muscles.  There is a spiritual world and an Almighty that created everything.  This period is characterized by the dog because the dog is much more intelligent than the donkey, and the domesticated dog uses its mind to help its owner and be 'man's best friend'.  But beware of the wolf, that uses its greater intelligence to be crafty and cunning to stalk and pounce on its prey.  This period saw the giving of the Torah and the rise of Greece and Rome.  The brain of man was lit up, and people used their minds to become uplifted spiritually or cunning and vicious like wolves.  

The Gemorah in Yuma says that the second Temple was destroyed because of sinas chinum, 'causeless hatred'.  Thus began the third part of the night of human history, when the Jews in particular and Mankind in general were to learn the achdus (unity and togetherness) and socialization sklls that could bring about Moschiach.  It is called the age of Moschiach because we must learn to get along with each other enough to merit the coming of Moschiach.  We must learn friendship, intimacy, and togetherness characterized by husbands and wives talking to each other.  But during this period there are also many pitfalls, such as false Messiahs and misplaced loving feelings that characterizes the  abandon and degradation of modern society.  It is only when morning comes that we can distinguish between true and false friendship.

In a similar vein, the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget concluded in "The Moral Development of The Child" that children go through three stages of moral development.  During the first stage that lasts until they are about thee years old, children take what they want and make up their own rules as they play.  In the second stage, lasting until about ten, the children can follow rules, but only by stricly listening to an authority figure.  After that, if and when children reach the moral maturity of the third stage, a child learns to integrate the rules that become a natural part of their psychological and social life.

The Gemorah is therefore implying that history is like a dark night when we must learn three skills, and avoid three pitfalls.  We must learn to use our strength and muscles wisely, and carry the Almighty's burdens and not be a wild donkey.  We must employ our minds to be faithful servants to our Creator like the loyal dog, and not become like cunning wolves.  And we must learn the art of frienship and love so we are worthy of Moschiach.  May the dark night end soon, and may we perfect the use of our muscles, mind, and heart - and to avoid their pitfalls - to quickly bring the morning of redemption.

__________________________________________________________________ 

SHEMOS - WORDS 

 August 17, 1993 

"And the children of Israel sighed by reason of the bondage and  they cried, and their cry came up to Hashem by reason of the  bondage.  And Hashem heard their groaning, and Hashem remembered His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob.  And Hashem saw the children of Israel, and Hashem took cognizance of them." Exodus 2:23

This passage seems to imply that when the Jews were suffering as slaves in Egypt, it was only when they cried out that Hashem heard their groading and 'remembered' His covenant with their forefathers.  The question can be asked that since Hashem saw the suffering all along, why did the crying out seem to evoke a greater response from Hashem? 

Similarly, in a passage in Parsha Re'eh that encourages us to lend to the poor, it says: 

"Beware that there is not a base thought in your heart... and you give him nothing, and he cry to Hashem against you, and it  is a sin in you."

Three steps are enumerated:  First someone doesn't give the poor man money, then the poor man cries to Hashem, and then it is considered a sin.  What role does the second step play, that of the poor man crying to Hashem?  Since Hashem sees and knows everything, why doesn't Hashem regard it as a sin as soon as the poor person is denied the money?  Why does the sin seem to become tangible only AFTER the poor man cries out? 

While outlining the Hallachos of Tschuva, the Rambam says that confession in our hearts is not enough for us to be forgiven.  It is required for us to verbalize our sin and ask Hashem to forgive us.  This has to be done with WORDS.  Thoughts and feelings are not sufficient.  Why? 

The answer may lie in the fact that in Hebrew DVAR means both word and thing.  For the Jew a word is not merely a means of communication, but is something tangible and effective - a THING as real as a building or a rock.  When we speak, we create THINGS, just like when we build a house we create houses.  Reality is altered significantly and populated by the words we use.  Thinking and feeling, though significant, are not tangible things with nearly the same effect as words. 

There are two worlds: the physical world, and the world of mind and spirit.  If we build or destroy something physical, we change the physical world.  The world of mind and spirit seems generally diffuse and intangible, and by using words we apply our consciousness and spirit to concretize the non-physical world, and make objects that have effect and greater reality.  Feelings and thoughts ebb and flow, change and metamorphize from moment to moment.  But when we say words, the effects of the words remain. 

The Gemorrah tells the story of a man who would always leave a bit early from the Bais Medresh on Friday afternoon to come home to his wife.  Once he was so engrossed in learning, that he left late.  His wife was worried and told her father who was a Tzaddik.  Her father said, 'I hope nothing has happened to him'.  The man who was coming home was at that moment on the roof of a house, and the roof collapsed, killing him.  The words of the Tzaddik became real, and had a powerful effect, though the effect obviously was not intended.  There is a saying that the words of a Tzaddik are as though they are already done.  How careful we must be with our words! 

The Gemorrah in Moed Katan says that a Rabbi was making a shiva call to his brother who had just lost a child.  The brother said 'If you knew how I felt.'  A few days later a child of the Rabbi who had visited died.  And when the brother made his shiva call the next week, the Rabbi said 'You caused this to happen to me with your careless words'. 

At the very beginning of the Chumash, in the very beginning of time, Hashem SAID 'Let there belight', and there was light. Why didn't Hashem just create light without saying anything?  Perhaps it was to show us that words have enormous power.  Words take the teeming, flowing, amorphous metaphysical world of mind and spirit and concretize it, and makes it as real as anything we see and touch.  In fact, words are used to CREATE the physical world.  Only because of the words of Hashem does the physical world exist at all. 

This partly explains the incredibly destructive power of loshon hara, speaking badly about other people.  This is using the amazing power of words to destroy other people, rather that to increase the kedusha in the world and make the world a better place to live. 

This also partly explains the power of prayer.  With prayer we verbalize what is in our heart and mind to create channels of communication to Hashem, and channels for Him to respond.  The words of prayer transform our concerns, hopes, and thanks into real, tangible THINGS that can have great effect. 

The power of words is exactly the power than separates Man from animals.  Animals are 'dumb', while we have the power of words. 

On Yom Kippur, the Kohane Godol, the high Priest, sought forgiveness for all the Jews.  One of the first things he did was to slay an ox and receive its blood into a basin.  This blood, once thrown onto the altar in the courtyard, would effectuate forgiveness.  But then, as if reminded of something even more important, the high Priest has someone stir the blood in the basin so that it wouldn't congeal, and he hurried into the Haichal where the inner altar is.  There he burned incense as an atonement for the sins of SPEECH of the Jewish People.  The Gemorrah in Yuma says, 'Just as the smoke of incense spreads and fills up the room, so does speech spread and fill up the world'. 

As we turn our thoughts and feelings into words throughout the day, may we be aware of their tremendous power and significance, and use them wisely, to do good and raise the level of kedushah in the world. 

__________________________________________________________________ 

VA’EIRA - EMANATIONS

January 18, 2002

“I have heard the groan of the Children of Israel whom Egypt enslaves, and I have remembered My Covenant.”  Exodus 6:5

Preface

At the Covenant Between the Parts, G-d promises Abraham that he will be the father of a great nation - later referred to as a “Kingdom of priests and a holy nation” - whose mission it will be to teach the world about holiness.   But G-d says that first this nation will be subjugated by another nation for 400 years, in what turns out to be bitter slavery in Egypt.  It seems that the holy mission was to be preceded by a brutal and lengthy slavery. The question is why?  In order to attempt an answer to this question, we will have to lay a foundation that covers other fundamental questions.

Some Fundamental Questions

From the time the scientific revolution began, mankind has discovered a great deal about how the world works.  We splice genes, miniaturize computers, and propel rockets into space.  However there are several fundamental questions that seem to resist scientific inquiry, such as these two questions:

· What is consciousness?

· Why was the world created?

It would increase our understanding of the world and ourselves if we could answer these seemingly mysterious questions.  Why should we imagine that there are limits to what our inquiring minds can discover?  A spirit of adventure and exploration should motivate us to seek answers to all questions that today seem beyond us.    

We will propose an answer to these questions by borrowing concepts from the field of theology.  Our suggested answer is based on these assumptions:

· There is a Supreme Being, what theologians call G-d, Who is perfect, complete, totally good, and all-knowing, embodying a ‘cosmic consciousness’. 

· There are ‘emanations’ that come from and were created by G-d that embody a lower level of consciousness.  This may be analogized to the way beams of light emanate from a light bulb.  These ‘emanations’ share attributes – such as consciousness - with the ‘source’, but at a weaker and more ‘diffuse’ level.  These emanations exist in what is sometimes referred to as a ‘spiritual’, non-physical world. 

· This ‘spiritual world’ is static, and the emanations don’t grow and change.  The Superme Being, in an act of ‘goodness’ created a physical world of time and space to serve as an environment in which these ‘emanations’ can have the opportunity to grow and change.  

The bulk of creation was a preamble to the creation of human beings, because each human being is a vehicle inhabited by one of these ‘emanations’.  Each emanation embodies a level of consciousness, and that is why we are conscious.  When an emanation enters a body, it occupies an environment in which it can grow and change.  When the body dies, the emanation – which we will also refer to as the ‘soul’, or the Hebrew word ‘neshama’ - returns to the static world from which it came, most likely in a state different than when it entered the body.  Life in the body gives it an opportunity to grow and change, and to achieve a different level.  

This scenario carries with it several important features: 

· The purpose of life is to provide a soul with challenges, and the soul grows and changes by overcoming these challenges.  A static life that doesn’t test a soul doesn’t provide an arena for growth any more than the static world from which it came and to which it returns.  

· The Supreme Being must remain hidden in this world, and let the souls predominantly fend for themselves.  If He would reveal Himself, and show in this world the true relationship between the souls and the Supreme Being, then the tests would become much less of a challenge, and the opportunity for success and growth would be much less.  It would be like a teacher giving out the answers to the final exam, which would defeat the test’s purpose, which is letting the students show how much of the material they kinow.  

· The world must have ‘moral symmetry’.  For every possibility for success, there must be an equal and opposite opportunity for failure. Every opportunity to rise must be mirrored by an equal opportunity to fall.  If there was only the chance of success, then there would be no challenge, success would prove nothing, and there would be no opportunity for the soul to rise. (The Hebrew expression for this is ‘ze leumat ze’ – this ‘balances’ this)

· This means that every powerful force in the world must have an equal upside and downside potential.  We see that the most powerful forces – such as intelligence, physical power, money, relations between men and women, religion – have both great abilities to do good as well as bad.  The sharper the knife, the greater its ability to slice bread and to make a wound.  This ‘moral symmetry’ is required to provide a world in which souls can prove themselves and change.  If there is only upside potential, and everyone on the test gets 100, then the tests prove nothing, and then the potential benefit to the souls for improvement is negated. 

· If people are intent on believing incorrect ideas and invalid philosophies, the Almighty must let people learn for themselves what is right and wrong.  He must stay in the ‘wings’ and keep overt Divine intervention to a minimum, because that would defeat the purpose of the world, which is to provide challenges that enable souls to grow.

· Since our consciousness is an emanation from the Supreme Consciousness, a common pitfall is to feel ‘god-like’ and powerful without the perspective of our true relationship with the Source of that consciousness.  This pitfall is especially easy to fall into because the Almighty is intent on hiding from us.  

· Though G-d is by definition unknowable, perhaps we could get an inkling of one of His attributes – His consciousness - by getting a better understanding of our own consciousness, though we are infinitely smaller. Up to now, however, the nature of our own consciousness remains inscrutable. 

· A soul benefits the most when it maximizes its growth in discerning and choosing right over wrong, good over bad.  The Hebrew word for ‘world’ is ‘Olam’ which comes from the word that means ‘hidden’, because true growth comes in seeing these choices ever more clearly, and making the correct choices more often.  By overcoming these tests and challenges, seeing through the veil, and making better choices accordingly, the soul becomes increasingly elevated.

· When the soul returns to the static world it came from, it realizes the opportunity to change it had in this world, and will either be satisfied with how it did or become filled with regret that it fell, or didn’t sufficiently use its opportunity to rise.  A soul that falls experiences what we call ‘Hell’ (in Hebrew: ‘Gehenom’), and a soul that rises experiences what we call ‘Heaven.

· The Almighty gives us the freedom and free-will to choose and grow on our own, because that’s the purpose the world was created for.  But if we call out to the Almighty for assistance and request intervention, and say that we are using our free-will to ask for help, that gives the Almighty a greater opening in which to enter our lives.  That is the power of prayer.

· Another benefit of prayer is that it helps our soul feel its primal relationship with the Almighty, a feeling that is easy to forget in our hectic world.   It’s good to remind ourselves that our consciousness is an emanation from the Cosmic Consciousness.

· If a small or large group of people pray for assistance, that opens the door for the Almighty to help the entire group about what it needs and requests.  This is the extra power of praying in a group.

· Pleasure and pain, as with all powerful things, can be vehicles for both growth or regression, and both can lead a person up or down.  A person’s experience of pleasure can lead to appreciation and gratitude towards the Almighty, or he can choose hedonism and rejection of moral principles.  Likewise, pain can lead a person to rethink his assumptions and bring about positive change, or it can lead to anger and depression.  Pleasure and pain are both challenges.

· Moral symmetry applies to everything, meaning that there is no simple formula for success.  It is a mistake to see any mode of behavior as being a ‘simple solution’, because that would limit its ability to lead to challenge and growth.  Religion, for example, can be used as a vehicle for spiritual growth, or as a vehicle for remaining static, or even as an excuse for barbarism.  The greatest challenge of life is to use every opportunity for spiritual growth, so that we will experience ‘Heaven’ in the world to come.  

· The tendency within us to do good is offset by an equal and opposite tendency to do what is not good.  The Hebrew terms for this are the ‘yetzer tov’ (drive for good) and the ‘yetzer hara’ (drive for bad).  It’s the balance between these that enables us to have free will (in Hebrew: “bechirah”), and provides us with our tests and the opportunity to succeed during those tests and have our soul rise.  Our drive for good is rooted in our desire to return to our original ‘emanation-like’ relationship with the Almighty.  The Hebrew for this ‘returning’ is called ‘tschuva’.  

· One method of growth is to help provide an environment that is conducive for all souls to grow.   Contributing to making the world a ‘holier’ more ‘spiritual’ place is a particularly ennobling and uplifting activity for the soul in this world, and can be one of the best ways to help the soul to rise. 

· Many people tell us of ‘near death’ experiences where they feel a great, loving light that greets them after life.  Many don’t want to leave that light and re-enter their bodies.  But the great advantage of this world is that it’s not static, we have so much opportunity, and we should use that opportunity. 

· The Talmud says that before a person is born he knows the entire Torah - everything regarding right and wrong is perfectly clear - but that he’s made to forget it at birth.  Forgetting it enables us to have free-will. 

· If we are able to rise to a new level – such as feeling more gratitude or less anger – that is an accomplishment that stays with us.  Physical pleasure on the other hand, as good and valuable as it can be, has a tendency to dissipate fairly rapidly.  How long does the taste of a delicious piece of chocolate cake last?  Spiritual benefits are longer lasting. We can carry a spiritual accomplishment not only throughout our lives, but also into the ‘next’ world. 

· It is certainly foolish, therefore, to seek physical pleasure at the expense of spiritual decline.  This results in a long term liability, with only a short term benefit. This happens when we do things that are morally wrong for the sake of physical gratification, such as in the areas of honesty and sexual immorality.

· A common religious metaphor pictures G-d as a harsh, demanding King Who demands that we subjugate our will to His wishes.  The theory suggested here softens that image by suggesting that G-d wants to give to us, and is providing our otherwise ‘static’ souls with a world in which to grow and change.  I 

· Another philosophical question is ‘Why do good people suffer, and why do bad people often seem to have it easy’?  This doesn’t is lessened if we see the world as a place for challenges and problems that enable us to grow to higher spiritual levels. To be challenged is a benefit. What may appear ‘bad’ may be useful tests tailor made for a person to grow from.  

· This also suggests why G-d seems to demand so much from us if He is already perfect and needs nothing.  The rules that G-d expects from us are aids guide us through the tests.  The rules help us see through the confusion what is right and wrong, so that we can make better decisions.  Before the revelation of these rules at Mount Sinai, it was harder for people to see how to make decisions to help their souls to rise.

· The ‘rules’ revealed at Mount Sinai comprise the truth about right and wrong.  It was an enormous gift to the world.  Anyone interested in having his soul rise would be foolish to ignore them. 

· One reason G-d’s rules are expressed in such strong terms is that people need to be spoken to in strong terms.  Some children only respond if they are spoken to in strong terms. They are said in terms that people need to hear them.

· What can feel like hardship may be the Almighty giving us feedback concerning bad choices we make.  When a child feels pain when putting his hand in a fire, the pain ‘teaches’ him about his mistake, making him less likely to repeat the mistake.  Isn’t it better to derive lessons from painful feedback given by the Almighty, rather than finding out in the next world about all the blunders we made unknowingly?    

· Another question that science has struggled with is why we sleep and dream.  Perhaps sleep is a time for our soul to ‘disconnect’ from the body, and be reminded of the spiritual world that it originates from.  Maybe a person can’t be without sleep for three days because that’s too much for the soul to bear without ‘visiting’ the spiritual world when we sleep.  Perhaps our dreams reflect our conscious soul ‘reviewing’ the physical world from the vantage point of the spiritual world.    

· Arrogance and pride make us more susceptible to the wiles of the Yetzer Hara, telling us we can do whatever we want without concern for consequences.  Humility and modesty (tznius) help us pass the tests, while arrogance contributes to our failing tests. Solomon says in Proverbs (Misheley): “Pride comes before disaster, and arrogance before a fall”. 

· Humility is a more appropriate assessment of our relationship to the Almighty. Arrogance and the feeling that we can do everything ourselves can be a separation from Him. Prayers often focus on our asking the Almighty for help in order to remind us of our dependence on Him.    

· Humility and pride can sometimes pose as their opposites.  “False-humility” and ‘righteous pride’ can be pitfalls.  Also a certain amount of self-confidence and prideful drive are necessary for passing the tests.  Doing well on a test can sometimes sow the seeds of overconfidence, overreaching, and failure.

· One of the attributes of the Almighty is to give (Hebrew: mayteev) in a way that we call ‘love’. Being emanations of the Almighty, our souls also want to love, give, protect, help, and care for others.  This is especially true towards family and friends.  The way the Almighty ‘hides’ from us in this world increases our need for love and affection from others.  To ensure free-will, and to provide a balance of good and bad, there must also be within us the feelings to control and be selfish.  A soul rises when it passes the tests in the battles between these opposite forces. 

· We should periodically examine the state of our souls, to see in what ways we need to improve our souls.  In Hebrew this is called a “cheshbon hanefesh”, an accounting of our soul.  This is also something we should do while praying, but can occur anytime.  

· A clever trick of the Yetzer Hara is to fool a religious person into thinking the only ways to improve involves ritual and ‘religious’ matters.  We should improve our soul in all ways, including psychologically, emotionally, and socially.  It is important to develop interpersonal skills because they are useful so often with family, friends, and business. We should use whatever tools assist in this improvement, while being watchful that all tools can lead a person up or down.   

· As with all things, the viewpoint we are presenting can be used in positive or negative ways.  A soul just has to be vigilant and on its toes, to be watchful for the ‘sitra achra’, the ‘other side’.  But it’s not our ‘enemy’.  It’s the force that through battling that we can rise, and without which we couldn’t rise.

· The perspective we are presenting should not be necessarily labeled ‘religious’. It suggests a course of action during our stay on earth, to do what we can to help our soul to rise.  Religion is one of many tools that can be used for this purpose.  As with all tools, it also has pitfalls that have to be guarded against – such as mechanical observance and false humility. Using religion sincerely and wisely can be a ‘practical’ course of action.

· It is helpful to be in a social environment of other sincere and good people, who are also interested in improving their souls.  We are affected by our social environment, often in ways that we are not aware of. It’s important to avoid being with immoral people.  This can be an advantage of living in a religious community. 

· Every day we are confronted by tests involving honesty regarding money or speech.  It is helpful to be familiar with the rules of morality involving this area.  It’s easy to fool ourselves when self-interest is involved.  Failing a test makes it easier to fail the next test, and passing a test makes it easier to pass the next test. 

· Though we should be ready and vigilant regarding tests that come our way, it is arrogant to seek and ask for tests.  Such arrogance is a pitfall. A humble attitude is to do out best when we’re presented with tests, but not to look for them  

These ideas can lead to the following perspective on the Bible:

· The Bible begins with the Almighty creating the world.  We have proposed a possibly reason why the world was created.

· On the sixth day, G-d says, “Let us make man in our own image”.  Who was G-d talking to?  Perhaps He was talking to the emanations that He had already created, for some of whom he was creating man.  This is similar to the ‘managerial we’, where the manager makes the workers feel more involved for activities they are only observing.  Or when the father says to his two-year-old child, “Let us build the swing-set”.   

· The first thing G-d did with man and woman is present them with a test, because the whole purpose of creating people was to provide them with tests.  They failed the test, showing the necessity for them to go out and take many more tests.  The Yetzer Hara, in the form of the snake, fooled them into failing the test.  

· Before the flood, “Man was evil because of his youth.”  People were morally immature, making immoral choices incessantly.  Perhaps G-d wiped out practically the entire generation because the souls in all those bodies were not benefiting from these tests - they were getting very low grades – and they were better off being freed from those bodies and getting make-up exams at a later date.  

· G-d spared Noah because he was one of the only people doing well on the tests, and because G-d wanted to spare mankind in order to give future generations additional chances to pass the tests.

· G-d saw that the odds seemed stacked up against mankind.  People needed coaching on the subject matter they were being tested in.  They needed a textbook they could study from.  

· Abraham - on his own - discovered the existence of the Almighty, and realized that G-d had created man for these moral tests.  Abraham tried to tell other people this astounding insight, and had some success.

· G-d gave Abraham ten major tests, and Abraham passed all of them.  This was a truly elevated soul, a model ‘student’ for the rest of the ‘class’.  One of the underpinnings of his success was understanding his proper relationship to G-d.  The Almighty should be listened to very carefully, even when it doesn’t  seem to make sense, such as when Abraham was asked to sacrifice his son Isaac.

· G-d said to Abraham, “You are a terrific student, getting all A’s, and you show a wonderful aptitude for coaching others to be good at taking these tests.  I’m going to form a covenant with you and your offspring to be teachers for the whole world, who will receive a rule-book and live it and teach it to mankind.”

· While making the covenant, G-d said that Abraham’s descendants would first have to go through a period of bondage.  Sure enough, his grandson Jacob’s family went into Egypt, and endured hundreds of years of bitter slavery.  Then they were freed in the midst of dramatic ‘fireworks’, and then given the rule-book at Mount Sinai.  They were told to be a ‘kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ – to be exemplars and teachers of the rule-book for the rest of humanity, from a ‘holy land’ designated for this purpose.

· It seems that the slavery was necessary.  Why?

· G-d wanted to supply the world with a rule-book (Torah) while preserving the world as a place that souls can have challenges in order to improve themselves. Revealing Himself too much would nullify free-will, but He wanted to reveal Himself enough to help souls do better in their tests.

· For G-d to enter a person’s life ‘uninvited’ is to interfere with free-will.  But if he asks G-d for help, then G-d has more opportunity to help without interfering with the person’s free-will, because it’s what he requested.

· G-d needed for a large amount of people to request fundamental intervention, for both physical and spiritual salvation. Experience shows that this rarely happens when times are good.  But it does happen when things are really bad.

· First: The solution was to put the Jews into Egypt, let them grow into a nation, and then let the Egyptians do what was natural for the Egyptians – to enslave them and act immorally. 

· At one point, the suffering and degradation grew so intense that the Jews called out collectively to the Almighty for physical and spiritual salvation.  They were sinking physically because of the grinding slavery, and they were sinking spiritually because of the degraded and immoral Egyptian society.  

· When the Jews called out collectively for great assistance, that opened the door for G-d to help.  In the Bible, the redemption began when the Jews cried out in pain.

· Second: As we mentioned before, pride and desire for materialism serves as a separation between G-d and us.  The Almighty wanted to reduce this separation (Hebrew: chatzitza) to a minimum.  This is the second effect of the slavery.  The suffering reduced their pride and desire for materialism, which made them more receptive to the Torah.  

· This reduction of pride is symbolized by matzah, called the ‘poor bread’, as opposed to leavening, which represents pride. 

· Third: To maintain moral symmetry, good and bad must be balanced.  Therefore the good of giving the Torah had to be balanced with something else.  It was balanced by the pain of the slavery.  

· Likewise, the good of giving the Torah had to be balanced by allowing the Yetzer Hara to be extremely strong at Mount Sinai.  The legend is that the Yetzer Hara told the Jews – who were waiting for Moses to come down from Mount Sinai - that Moses had died, and that they were left leaderless in the desert.  This led to a ‘giving up’ and abandon that led to their worshipping the golden calf.

· Fourth: In our daily struggles and tests, only very dramatic events get our attention.  The above conditions opened the door to allow G-d to provide an experience that created a lasting impression.   The ten plagues in Egypt, the splitting of the Red Sea, and the giving of the Torah left a lasting impression.

· G-d can’t make His presence known too often in history, otherwise it would interfere with our free will.  But He calculated that the world needed this ‘shot-in-the-arm’ to help with the tests that help us grow. 

· The Torah is written somewhat cryptically in order to not interfere with our free-will too much.

· The proof that even this intervention by G-d didn’t totally alter mankind’s free will is that evil and terrible mistakes continued quite strong.

· There is a very important lesson for us, because we need redemption today.  The Talmud says it can come through love of G-d or suffering.  Both can lead us to call on G-d collectively, in a big cry requesting intervention.  We would be far better off if we called out for redemption out of love, rather than from suffering. 

__________________________________________________________________ 

BESHELACH – RUSHING US OUT

April 15, 2006

The fifth Mishnah of the 9th Perek of Psachim asks what was different between the first Pesach while leaving Egypt, and Pesach Doros (every succeeding Pesach).  The Gemorah says that one difference is that on the first Pesach the issur of Chometz was for only one day, while subsequently the issur is for all 7 days.  The Ran in Mishnayos says that the issur was only for eating Chometz, not for owning Chometz.  

The Chumash says that the Jews left Egypt so quickly that the bread they were baking didn’t have enough time to become Chometz.  

“The people picked up its dough before it could become Chomitz…They baked the dough that they took out of Egypt into unleavened cakes, for they could not become Chomitz, for they were driven from Egypt, and they could not delay, nor had they made provisions for themselves.” (Exodus 12:40..45).

The Haggadah gives this as the reason why we eat Matzah – because the Jews left so fast that the bread they were baking didn’t have time to become Chometz. 

“Matzah – why do we eat unleavened bread? Because the dough of our forefathers did not have time to become Chomitz before the King of Kings, The Holy One, Blessed be He, revealed Himself”.

Let’s ask four questions about this.

1. If there was a commandment not to eat Chometz during that entire day, why were they baking bread?  We know how strong the issur of eating Chomotz is on Pesach. Surely having bread in the house might have increased the possibility that someone might have eaten the bread by mistake. 

2. If they were preparing for a long journey, why were they baking bread?  Bread doesn’t last more than a few days.  They should have been baking matzah which lasts much longer.

3. Why does the Haggadah say that we eat Matzah to remember that the Jews didn’t have time to bake bread?  Rather it should say that we eat Matzah because there is a prohibition to eat Chometz.

4. The Chumash says that the dough didn’t have time to become Chomitz because ‘they were driven from Egypt’, while the Hagaddah says that it didn’t have time to become Chomitz before Hashem revealed Himself.  Why the difference?

We will attempt to answer these four questions.

The Jews had just finished 210 years of slavery. Though they had just witnessed the 10 plagues, many were probably bewildered by what was going on.   Why was Hashem taking them out of Egypt and to where?

They knew there was an issur of eating Chometz.  But many Jews probably didn’t understand the full import of this issur.  In the midst of the hubbub, it was easy to be confused about what was going on.  So in the morning they baked their bread as they usually did every day.  The future fences set up by the Rabbis hadn’t been set up yet, and though they intended to refrain from eating bread, it was possible that some would transgress the issur of eating Chomitz by mistake because it was close by. 

Therefore, Hashem interceded, and pushed them out so quickly that the bread didn’t have time to rise.  Hashem saved them from inadvertently eating Chometz by rushing them out.  

This approach answers all four questions:

1. They were baking bread – in spite of the strong issur of eating Chometz – because it was time for the normal baking of bread in the morning.  They intended to keep the prohibition of not eating Chomitz, but mistakes might have happened.

2. They weren’t clear about where they were going or for how long.  So they continued their normal habit of breaking bread in the morning, and they figured they would take whatever food they had with them. 

3. Hashem saved them from the bread that they might have come to eat.  Therefore, we eat matzah to remember that Hashem was kind to us by preventing us from inadvertently stumbling.

4. The Haggadah wants to emphasize that Hashem revealed his love and Shmirah by rushing us out so that we wouldn’t have bread that we might have then eaten by mistake. 

Hashem was solicitous to the Jews because of the great merit of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Hashem had orchestrated the birth of the Jewish nation so that they would receive the Torah.  At this crucial moment, He didn’t want them to stumble with regards to the prohibition of eating Chometz.

The time had come to bake their morning bread, and that’s what many did. Hashem saw that they might be Nichshal, and rushed them out before the bread could rise, before they might be in a position of eating Chomitz in error.

Usually Hashem gives us total free-will, and gives us tests that we hopefully pass. However, there are some times of greater Shmirah, when Hashem protects us from making mistakes. One of the great lessons of Pesach is that Hashem showed this special love for the Jews by watching over them, rushing them out before their bread could become Chomitz.  If He hadn’t rushed them out, they would have had bread in their houses, and they might have stumbled by eating it by mistake, and he made sure this didn’t happen.  

In a sense, these were the original ‘Shmurah’ matzah’s, watched by Hashem that they wouldn’t become Chomitz.  The magnitude of the Shmirah is magnified when one realizes that each home probably started baking bread at a different time, and Hashem had to rush its inhabitants in its own way at its own time, to make sure the dough was pulled from the ovens before the crucial 18 minutes had elapsed. It was ‘Hasgachah Pratis’ for each family.

This is relevant to us because Hashem is always watching over us.  If we are successful in striving to have enough merit, Hashem sometimes rushes us out of situations when He sees us on the verge of committing an avera.  Out of love, he can save us from being in situations where we might stumble.  

The matzah symbolizes that Hashem protected us from ourselves, rushing us out before the bread could become Chomitz – before the Jews might stumble by mistake.  We eat Matzah to remember that Hashem – out of great caring and love - rushed us out before the bread could rise, so that we wouldn’t be in the position of being more likely to stumble.  The Matzah symbolizes Hashem’s great love for the Jewish people. 

__________________________________________________________________ 

YISRO - SPIRITUAL STATURE

May 19, 1993

"Now therefore, if you will hearken to My voice indeed, and keep My covenant, then you shall be Mine own treasure from among all peoples; for all the earth is Mine;  and you shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation."  Exodus 19:5

 A story is told in the Gemmara (Zvechim 116a) that when the leaders of the world saw the tumult that accompanied the Jews leaving Egypt, involving the 10 plagues and the splitting of the Red Sea, that they were frightened.  They feared that because of the evil in the world this could be a prelude to a second flood that would destroy the world.  So they came to Bilaam, who assured them that G-d had promised no more floods.  But, they asked, perhaps the world will be destroyed by fire?  No, Bilaam answered, G-d has promised He will never again destroy all flesh.  Then what is all this tumult?  Bilaam answered: G-d has a new solution for dealing with the evil in the world.  Instead of destroying it, He is giving His Treasure (the Torah) to His Children (the Jews) who will use it to transform the evil into good.  The nations were relieved, and said 'May He bless His people with peace'.  They were grateful that instead of destroying the world because of itsevil, the Jews had come to misaken (fix) the evil in the world. 

Rabbi Chaim Luzzatto says it this way: "G-d thus made the rectification and elevation of all creation totally dependent on the Jews...Through their deeds, they can cause (His Light) to shine forth and have influence, or, on the other hand, hold it back and conceal it." (page 141 of Feldheim edition). 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsh says: "It is Israel's mission to sow G-d's seeds by implanting spirituality, morality, and integrity ... The process of nurturing the seeds until they are ready for harvest can be agonizing... but the crop, the eventual harvest of homage to righteousness and truth, will be reaped in joy." (Artscroll Tehillim for Psalm 126 - Shir Hamallos). 

This is what G-d was referring to when He said at Har Sinai that we are to be a 'Kingdom of Priests and a Holy Nation'.

It is G-d's plan to have the Jews fix the spirituality of the world.  We are to have such great spiritual stature that how we act and talk will generate so much light that it will transform and uplift the world. 

This is a message that is easy to forget as we are involved in the details of life, of supporting a family, of accomplishing our daily tasks, of performing the details of Judiasm itself. 

It is important to keep this 'big picture' in mind because it encourages us to give the task the priority it deserves.  This is the Covenant, the contract, we have with the Almighty.  We agree to perform this task that He wants us to perform, and in turn he elevates and protects us. 

The Gemmora in Zvachim ( ) describes an analogous situation, where G-d talked to Moses at the burning bush about the mission that he wanted Moses to perform, namely to liberate the Jews from Egypt.  The Gemmora says that G-d was prepared to heal Moses' speech impediment to facilitate this task.  But then Moses hesitated, and said he didn't feel up to the job, that he'd rather G-d chose someone else for this mission. The Gemorra says that as a result, G-d did not cureMoses's speech defect.  Moses had to live the next 40 years unable to talk well because he hesitated with regards toG-d's mission. 

Unfortunately, this is what is meant by the phrase 'Nakeme Brit', the revenge of the covenant, a phrase that appears during the section describing the Tochacha, the chastising from G-d if the Jews don't treat His mission seriously enough. 

And this explains why a Kohane is liable for the death penalty if he is in the Temple with a spot on his clothes.  And why a Rabbi has a similar injuction against having a spot on his clothes.  And why the Gemorra in Yuma mentions that while most sins can be atoned for and then forgiven, an example of an unforgivable sin (only death atones for it) is when a recognizably religious Jew does not talk softly, or may merely APPEAR dishonest .

The message of G-d throughout the Scriptures and history is to say you MUST take My mission seriously, you have no choice.  We have been chosen for this task, and we can't unchoose ourselves.  We must be a nation that exhibits spiritual stature, and through that spiritual stature, inspires the world and helps it be a worthy place. 

It is not an easy task, it is easy to forget, and one may want to ignore it.  We are tempted to hesitate as Moses did at Mount Sinai. It's a magificent but difficult mission with great stakes, and one we have little choice about. 

________________________________________________________________________

MISHPATIM - EVID

 February 24, 1993 

"If you buy a Hebrew servant, six years he shall serve; and he in the seventh he sahll go out free for nothing."  Exodus 21:2

The Chumash says about an evid Ivri (Jewish slave) "Six years he will work", and then on the seventh he goes out.  The words are almost identical in the discussion of Shabbos: "Six days you will work". Why the similarity of words?  The evid Ivri usually finds himself as a slave because he stole something and couldn't reimburse the owner. 

Mankind was given a sentence of having to work after Adam committed the sin of disobeying Hashem.  So the punishment is that six days a week we have to work.  But just as an evid Ivri is freed at the start of the seventh year, we are 'freed', liberated from the weekdays of work by the seventh day, Shabbos. 

The big difference is that when Shabbos is over, we have to return to work, while the evid Ivri remains free.  Why this difference? 

The Gemorrah says that if all of the Jews observed Shabbos together, Moshiach would come and liberate us permanently.  Perhaps on Shabbos we have the opportunity to show Hashem that we are able to rectify the sin of Adam, and so are worthy of redemption.  But by not making that rectification, we are re-condemned every Motzi Shabbos to another 6 days of work, to get another opportunity of permanent redemption next Shabbos. 

And perhaps that is why we smell the spices during Havdallah.  We need to be revivified upon the realization that this Shabbos, now that is over, did not represent the permanent redemption, but that we are now condemned once again to work.  To bear the disappointment, we smell the spices. 

In a sense, the 'remaining' an evid is similar to the choice of the Nirtza, the evid Ivri who chooses to remain a slave.  He is freed in the Jubilee year, when trumpets are blown to herald the freeing of all Jewish slaves. 

The coming of Moshiach is also heralded by the blowing of horns.  That will break the pattern of slavery and liberation that we experience every week, and will happen as an analogue to the Jubilee year.  Then we will be freed permanently from the sentence given to Adam, and we will have the freedom to enjoy the presence of Hashem and Moshiach in the world. 

__________________________________________________________________ 

TERUMAH - TEN HANDS

 February 9, 1994

"And they shall make an ark of acacia-wood; to cubits and half shall be the length thereof, and a cubit and ahlf the breadth thereof, and a cubit and half the height thereof.  And you shall overlay it with pure gold, within and without shall you overlay it, and shall make upon it a crown of gold round about."  Exodus 25:10

One of the most common measurements found in hallachah is 'ten tfochim'.  A 'tefach' is the width of one hand, so ten 'tfochim' is equal to ten hand widths.  This is generally considered to be about 30 to 40 inches, the 'tefach' of Biblical times being somewhere between 3 and 4 inches.  Besides the width of a hand being a convenient form of measurement, perhaps the measurement of 'ten tfochim' has an interesting metaphorical and symbolic significance.  

The hand itself is a symbol of man's physical strength, through which he builds, conquers, and perfects the physical world.  While the tfillin of the head represents our dedicating our mental and spiritual abilities to God, our tfillin of the hand dedicates our physical strength to the laws and goals of Heaven.  So the very use of the measurement of 'tefach', handbreadth, is symbolic of what we do with our human, physical strength.  

The number ten also represents strength.  A minyan of nine men lacks the essential power to bundle and lift its prayers into a collective beseeching of the Almighty.  A minimum of ten men is required for that.  Therefore, 'ten' handbreadths signfiies a collective unity of physical strength bound together for a common purpose in the physical world.  Let's look at a few examples of where the measurement 'ten tfochim' is used in hallachah, and see how this symbolism applies.

A succah must be at least ten tfochim high.  The Gemorah in Succah derives this from the fact that the Aron Kodesh, the Holy Ark, in the Temple, was ten tfochim high, and the Scheenah, God's Holy Presence, rested on top of the the Aron Kodesh.  The Gemorah  there says that man's domain is from the ground up to ten tfochim below Heaven, and that God's domain is from Heaven down to ten tfochim above the earth.  It says that when Moses visited Heaven, he could not go higher than ten tfochim below Heaven, so he had to hold on to the leg of God's golden throne.  Likewise, God does not go down below ten tfochim above the ground, because that is man's exclusive domain, and God chooses to give us authority over that domain.  It's difficult to know what all this means, but it says clearly that from the ground up to ten tfochim above the ground is man's physical domain, that God does not interfere with.  The Aron Kodesh had to be ten tfochim high because the Scheenah didn't descend below that height. And since the schach of the succah reminds of God, that is also why it too must rest on a succah at least ten tfachim high.  We see that the domain of man's physical strength is up to ten tfachim, ten hands, from the ground.

Another area where the measurement comes up is in building a 'lechee' in an eruv.  A 'lechee' is a vertical stick that is often used as part of a hallachic enclosure to turn an area into a private domain to allow carrying on Shabbos.  Usually we put a string on top of a lechee.  But the hallachah states that if a lechee is at least ten tfachim high, it is considered to continue going up all the way to the sky, so that if it is 'under' a string, the string is considered to be actually touching the top of the lechee, a requirement for lechee's in eruv's.  A lechee of 9.9 tfochim is only that tall and no taller, but a lechee of ten tfochim reaches a magic value and is considered to go all the way to Heaven.  The symbolism of this is that if our  physical strength represented by our 'hands (tfachim)' is sufficiently together and bundled enough, then God will take it the rest of the way, and continue that strength all the way to Heaven.  

A third example shows that the power of ten hands can be used for destructive as well as constructive ends.  The Gemorrah in Baba Kamma says that if a person digs a pit in a public domain that is nine tfochim deep and an ox falls into it and dies, we do not hold the one who dug the pit responsible, because we assume than a fall of nine tfochim is not enough to cause the ox's death.  However, if the pit is ten tfochim deep, then the person who dug the pit is financially responsible for paying for the ox, because a fall of ten tfachim is enough to cause an ox's death.  'Ten hands' together can cause death.

So we see that 'ten hands' together can reach the area of the Holy Presence in the Aron Kodesh and the succah, and that in the case of the lechee 'ten hands' together is continued by God all the way to Heaven.  However if our direction is down, then 'ten hands' together can represent a destructive force possibly resulting in death.  Therefore, let us join hands in at least of minyan of hands, and use our physical strength to work upwards, towards Heaven, and pray that God continues our efforts all the way to Heaven itself. 

________________________________________________________________________

KI TISSA - MAKE FOR YOURSELF A RABBI 

 April 19, 1993 

"And the people sat down to eat and to drink, and rose up to make merry.  And the Lord spoke unto Moses: 'Go, get thee down; for thy people, that you brought up out of the land of Egypt, has dealt corruptly."  Exodus 32:6

The Jews in Egypt had descended to the 49th level (out of 50) of Tumeh, and the medresh says if they had descended to the bottom level they would not have been redeemable.  Their state of degradation is somewhat understandable for a people oppressed as slaves for hundreds of years.  They needed rehabilitation. 

When they came to Mt. Sinai, they were told the 10 commandments, and Moses went up the mountain to get the rest of the Torah.  The medresh says that after not returning for 40 days, the Satan told them that Moses had died, and they were so despondent that they 'fell back' to their old ways and worshipped a golden calf. 

This was certainly a terrible sin, after seeing all the miracles and hearing directly from Hashem the commandment not to worship idols.  But what is somewhat difficult to understand is Hashem's reaction.  He says to Moses 'I will consume them, and make of you a new nation'.  Hashem wanted to kill them all, and start over again, and it's only because of Moses' personal plea that Hashem was ready to give the Jews another chance. 

Doesn't this seem like a bit of an overaction?  After all, Hashem is 'full of compassion'.  This was a nation of ex-slaves, having just been pulled from the 49th level of degradation.  Aren't they allowed a little slippage here and there?  And yes, idol worship is one of the big sins, but shouldn't one take into consideration the situation, that they thought that the leader whom they felt totally dependent on had died?  This is no excuse for their behavior, but to kill all of them in an instant seems so severe. 

I was told that some time ago Rabbi Yaacov Kamenetzky (ztl) visited Los Angeles to help with the fund raising of the Orthodox community there.  The more 'yeshivish' members of the community had started their own minyan, apart from the regular Orthodox Synagogue, and it was shown with pride to their distinguished guest from the East Coast.  To their surprise, Rabbi Kamenetzky was upset.  When asked why, he said they must be at a minyan that has a Rabbi. 

Pirkei Avos says 'Make for yourself a Rabbi, asay lecha Rav'. This could be more than just a bit of good advice for spiritual growth.  It might be that there is a fundamental rule of Jewish living here, that in order to have the proper Yirah (awe) and obedience to Hashem, we must find a Rabbi that we are ready to 'mekabel' to, to accept their psak even when inconvenient.  We have the right to choose a person we respect, and work diligently on the relationship.  But perhaps a Jew who doesn't have such a relationship is missing something crucial.  Because perhaps a person has to have a relationship with a Rabbi that has an aspect of 'obedience'. 

Nowadays, many people feel otherwise.  They love the fact that they hop from shul to shul, and feel free of religious authority.  They rationalize that they know how to look up halacha in the Mishna Brura, and feel they have learned enough to poskin for themselves.  But perhaps this relishing of one's religious freedom is more reflective of our modern age than the desires of Hashem and the nature of Judaism. 

Perhaps the sin of the Jewish people at Mt. Sinai was that when they heard that Moses had died, they had mixed feelings.  Perhaps after hearing the first ten commandments, they were afraid of what other hundreds of laws Moses would bring back with him from 40 days of communing with Hashem.  Even though they had said 'we will listen and obey', perhaps an aspect of them was relieved when they thought that they wouldn't have to obey their rabbi, that they were 'free', when Moses hadn't returned when they expected him.  And perhaps when they had 'broken loose' in celebration around the golden calf, in part they were celebrating their freedom from rabbinic authority.  Perhaps they were celebrating that they wouldn't have to bend their lives to live in accordance with all those rules that Moses would tell them about.  For, after all, why were they dancing instead of mourning when they suspected that their 'rebbe' had died'?

And perhaps this is the sin that compounded the sin of idol worship, and may account in part for Hashem's extreme reaction..  Repentance and forgivenss takes place in the context of a feeling of respect for moral authority, as represented in our lives for the respect we feel towards a Rabbi..  But if the Jews dancing around the golden calf were celebrating that they didn't have a rabbi to listen to any more, this may have shown that they wanted to break free from the whole concept of obeying a moral leader.  Hashem may have been suggesting to Moses that such lack of awe is a character flaw that thwarts repentance itself.

This was in a sense the sin of Korach.  He said to Moses: 'We want to fire you as our Rabbi, because we don't need you, we are all holy enough to be our own Rabbis'.  For this they were swallowed up alive in the depths of the earth. 

Perhaps the injunction 'make for yourself a Rabbi' is not just a piece of good advice, but a centrally important feature of how we must lead our lives as a Jew.  We must have in our lives a Rabbi who we respect, love, fear, and obey - and we must 'mekabel' ourselves to him.  If we don't have such a rabbi, we should work hard to create such a relationship.  And possibly the tendency of many of us to relish our freedom from such a rabbinic authority not only is wrong, but may echo an aspect of the sin of the Jews as they danced around the golden calf.

__________________________________________________________________ 

KI TISSA - PARENTS 

May 25, 2000

After the episode of the golden calf, Moses ascended Mount Sinai a second time, and pleaded with the Almighty for a reprieve for the Jewish people.  Moses won the reprieve in a face-to-face close encounter with the Creator of the Universe.  Moses took this opportunity to ask the Almighty to reveal His inner essence. The response is what we call the thirteen attributes of mercy:

Hashem, Hashem, G-d, Compassionate and Gracious, Slow to anger, and Abundant in Kindness and Truth, Preserver of kindness for thousands of generations, Forgiver of iniquity, willful sin, and error, and Who cleanses. (Exodus 34:6).

The focus is on a bountiful capacity to forgive, just as the Jews had been forgiven for their sin.  But the attributes do not end there, for there is an additional line that seems to be a proviso, a limit to the Almighty's capacity to forgive:

But Who does not cleanse completely, Who visits the sins of the fathers onto the children and the children's children (pokade avon avos al bonim ubnai bonum) for three and four generations.   

This is usually understood to mean that a limitation to the Almighty's forgiveness is that if children and grandchildren follow in the footsteps of their father's sins, that they will be punished for the sins of that the fathers did.  There are several questions can be asked about this additional line:

1. If children commit sins in the same way that their fathers did, why wouldn't it be enough if they were punished for their own sins, why are they punished for the sins that their fathers did?

2. In this glorious moment of rapprochement and declaration of forgiveness, why is this point so important to mention? 

3. The Almighty is precise in all ways, so why does He say that children are punished for "three and four generations"?  What is this conditional on, when does this last three generations and when four generations?

These three questions can be answered by giving a different interpretation and translation to this problematic line.   In Hebrew the line says "pokade avon avos al bonim ubnai bonum".  The verb "pokade" has several different meanings.  It is traditionally translated here as "to visit", i.e to visit the sins of the fathers onto the children.  Pokade, however, can also be translated as "to remember".   In addition, the word "al" is traditionally translated here as "on", but it can also mean "to".  Therefore we can translate the line to give a completely new meaning: "But Who does not cleanse completely, Who remembers the sins that fathers do to their children and grandchildren, for three and four generations".   

Seen in this light, the Almighty is telling us although He is overflowing with mercy, the one thing that is not easy to forgive is when a parent teaches and trains a child to sin in the same way that the parent is sinning.   When we ourselves stumble and then want to make amends and be forgiven, we are welcomed with open arms.  We can cleanse ourselves with repentance when we have only besmirched ourselves.  But if we raise children and grandchildren to be criminals in sin, then waking up and repenting is not enough.  In such a case the parents have set in motion many other people - their children and grandchildren - who are sinning because of what the parents have trained them to do.  In this case a parent's asking for forgiveness is not enough, and he will be held accountable for the sins of the children and the grandchildren because he is responsible for having set their sins in motion.  

This interpretation answers the first two questions.  First, the children are not punished for the sins of their parents, but rather the parents are punished for the sins of their children, because the parents are the cause of those sins.  And second, it is understandable why the Almighty mentions this now - He is saying He can abundantly forgive our own sins, but not those sins that we've caused others to do.  

But how about the third question?  Why is there the seeming inexactness of 'three and four generations'?  The answer is that a parent is held accountable for the sins of children and grandchildren that they have personally taught.  And that depends on how long the parent lives and the spacing between the succeeding generations.  If a parent lives long enough to personally train children and grandchildren to sin, then he is punished for three generations - himself, his children, and grandchildren.  However, there are some people who live long enough to personally train even a great-grandchild to sin, and then he is punished for the sins all four generations.  It stops at four generations because very few people live longer than that. 

This interpretation fits with what the Gemorah says in Yuma 86b.  The Gemorah there says that there are several levels of sin, most of which are forgiven with repentance.  But the one sin that cannot be forgiven is Chillul Hashem, "desecration of G-d's name".   The reason is that Chillul Hashem causes others to lose faith, and thereby leads those other people to sin caused by their lessening of belief.  If we sin, repentance wipes the slate clean.  But if we cause or teach others to sin by our act of Chillul Hashem, how can our repentance clean the slate when others continue to sin as a result of what we have taught or led them to do?  

Chillul Hashem involves acts that are done in the public arena, where the world is watching our example.  The statement about parents and children, however, is talking about the private arena, where we have the awesome responsibility to set the next generations on the correct path.  The Almighty is telling us that we are held accountable for how well or poorly we accomplish this task.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

VAYYAKEHL-PEKUDEY - WASHING HANDS 

February 28, 1994

"And he set the laver between the tent of meeting and the altar, and put water therein, wherewith to wash;  that Moses and Aaron and his sons might wash their hands and their feet thereat; when they went into the tent of meeting, and when they came near unto the altar, they should wash;  as the Lord commanded Moses."  Exodus 40:30

When a non-observant person is invited for a Shabbos meal, the first mitzvah he is invited to participate in is washing for bread.  He is shown how to pour water on both hands, and repeats the brocha 'Who has commanded us concerning the washing of the hands?'  He very well may ask about the meaning of this ritual.  Let's explore an answer we may give him.

The Gemorrah says that the Sages decreed that the hands should have a status of a 'shaynee le tumah', a second decree of impurity, because we never know what the hands have been touching.  Because of the laws of purity and impurity, this required the Kohanim, the Priests, to wash their hands before eating their food. Later the Sages extended this decree to have all Jews wash their hands before eating bread, as a remembrance that the Priests used to wash their hands before eating their food.  

But this may not be the whole answer.  The Gemorrah in Sotah (4b), while discussing immorality between men and women,  says: "Whoever eats bread without previously washing his hands is as though he had relations with an immoral woman (isha zona)...Whoever makes light of washing the hands will be uprooted from the world (implying death)...With the first washing it is necessary to lift the hands up."  What does washing hands before eating bread have to do with morality with women, why would it cause death, and what does lifting the hands up have to do with it?  

The first place we find washing hands in the Torah is in Exodus 30:18: "You shall make a Kiyor (laver) of brass, and the base of brass, a place to wash, and shall put it between the tent of meeting and the altar, and you shall put water in it.  And Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands and their feet there;  when they go into the tent of meeting, they shall wash with water so they don't die."

Again, there seems to be a very strict punishment for not washing one's hands.  Why is there a death penalty for bypassing washing one's hands?

To attempt to answer these questions, let's look at the three step process involved in eating bread. First we announce our intention to eat the bread by washing our hands.  Then, when we are actually ready to eat the bread, we say the brocha 'Hamotzi lechem min haaretz' (Who brings forth bread from the earth).  The Gemorrah in Brochas says that we need to say a brocha before eating food to get permission to partake from God's bounty, otherwise we are considered like a thief.  During the meal, we can eat almost all kinds of food without saying any new brochas.  Finally, when we are done with the meal, we 'bench', after which we must begin the process all over if we want to eat again.

This bears a remarkable similarity to the three step process involved in marriage.  First, a man indicates his intention to marry a woman through Kedushin, usually done by handing her a coin and her accepting it.  Then when they are actually ready to get married, they perform the second step, Nesuin, where the financial and conjugal responsibilities and priveleges of marriage actually begin.  If for some reason the man wants to end the relationship, there is Gerishon, divorce, after which the relationship is severed.  

The desire for food and relations are two of man's greatest needs.  Before one enters a new situation to satisfy either of these very powerful desires, the Sages instituted a preparatory step to announce one's intention to begin this 'relationship', both washing one's hands for bread or Kedushin before marriage.  A state of sanctity and restraint exists during this period, as evidenced by the fact that one musn't talk between washing and saying the brocha over the bread, just as relations with the woman is prohibited between Kedushin and Nesuin.  

This preparatory step is deemed to be crucial by the Sages, because it is a mechanism that announces our willingness to put a brake on our most powerful desires.  Hunger in both areas can be intense, and our Sages have instituted a preparatory step that shows restraint.  

That is why the Gemorrah in Sotah equates the two desires, and says that any man who doesn't wash before eating bread is as though he showed no restraint with women.  And it goes on to say that such a person who makes light of such restraint and formality with regards to such strong desires will end up dying before his time, because it will likely lead at some point to an uncautious and headstrong act whose risks and dangers will be too great.

When we wake up in the morning, we are also called upon to wash our hands.  In addition to its removing a certain tumah from our hands, our Sages impress upon us that we are to regard ourselves as Kohanim ready to do the Avodah, the service of the day.  That may be why the Gemorrah in Sotah says we should lift our hands UP after washing for bread, to indicate our intention to satisfy our desires only in the context of serving God.  

And that is perhaps why the Kohane, as he was about to enter the holy area to perform the Avodah, had to wash his hands, and failure to do so entailed such a strict punishment.  Washing one's hands is an act of Kedushah, holiness, a formal act of preparation that shows that we are willing to bridle our desires in the process of serving God.  That might also be a reason why this preparatory step of marriage is called Kedushin.  

An issue that arises now and then in the Orthodox world is the permissability of eating 'mezonas' bread, bread with fruit juice added, without first washing. In considering the various issues involved, perhaps one should notice that the word 'mezonas' is similar in spelling to the word 'mezana', one who has relations with an immoral woman.  

We live in a world that has become progressivelly less formal, and that is contemptuous of preparatory rituals that bespeak restraint.  In comparison to only 50 years ago, people are much less formal in how they dress, speak, treat others, and satisfy their impulses.  Washing one's hands before bread is a powerful message instituted by our sages to inform us that respect, formality, preparation, and restraint, are absolutely needed with regard to satisfying our strong desires.  And this is perhaps why washing one's hands before eating bread is the first mitzvah that our Shabbos guest is invited to participate in.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

PURIM - THE WAR AGAINST AMALEK

April 14, 1995

One of the only parts of the Torah that our Sages say is a Torah commandment to publicly read, and have the people listen to, is the section about wiping out Amalek.  On the Shabbos before Purim, everyone makes sure they concentrate on the following words from Parshas Zachor:

Remember what Amalek did to you, on the way when you were leaving Egypt, that he happened upon you on the way, and he struck those of you who were hindmost, all the weaklings at your rear, when you were faint and exhausted, and he did not fear God.  It shall be that when Hashem, your God, gives you rest from all your enemies all around, in the Land that Hashem, your God, gives you as an inheritance to possess it, you shall wipe out the memory of Amalek from under the heaven - you shall not forget! (Deuteronomy 25:17)

Most Jews, being 'rachmonim bnei rachmonim' (compassionate children of compassionate people) are struck by the severity of this commandment. This absolute and unsparing war is a top priority of Hashem:

Hashem said to Moses, "...I shall surely erase the memory of Amalek from under the heavens...Hashem maintains a war against Amalek, from generation to generation."  (Exodus 17:8)

We must not be deterred by thoughts of mercy or compassion in this command to destroy Amalek.  In the Haftara of Parshas Zachor, we read that Saul, after he was anointed by Samuel to be the first King of Israel, stumbled in this mitzvah, with disastrous consequences for him (and the Jews - because King Agag sired the ancestor of Haman on the day he was temporarily spared by Saul):

Samuel said to Saul: "...Now hear the sound of Hashem's words. Now go and strike down Amalek and destroy everything he has, have no pity on him; kill man and woman alike, infant and suckling alike, ox and sheep alike, camel and donkey alike"...Saul and the people took pity on Agag; on the best of the sheep and cattle...The word of Hashem came to Samuel, saying, "I have regretted that I made Saul king, for he has turned away from Me and has not fulfilled my word!"  (I Samuel 15:1)

We can ask ourselves, "What is going on here?  Who is this Amalek, and what is this merciless war of annihilation all about?"  This is an absolute top priority for Hashem, an ongoing war that repeats itself in every generation.  We understand that this tribe attacked the children of Israel from the rear after the exodus from Egypt.  But why does this warrant total and unmerciful annihilation?  

Strangely enough, we can get a possible answer to this question from the person who is as close to being Amalek as anyone in modern times.  Here is what Hitler, may his bones be ground to dust, wrote in Mein Kampf:

It is true we Germans are barbarians, that is an honored title to us.  I free humanity from the shackles of the soul; from the degrading suffering caused by the false vision called conscience and ethics.  The Jews have inflicted two wounds on mankind: circumcision on its body and conscience on its soul.  They are Jewish inventions.  The war for the domination of the world is waged only between these two camps alone, the Germans and the Jews.  Everything else is but deception.  

Hitler claims that he is the standard bearer of Amalek, calling his group "barbarians".  He says that his war with the Jews is a "war for the domination of the world" over the issue of "conscience and ethics" that are "Jewish inventions". "Everything else is but deception".
It is terribly ironic that it takes Amalek himself to help us see more clearly why the Chumash says "Hashem maintains a war against Amalek, from generation to generation". It helps us understand that a key phrase in Parshas Zachor is that Amalek "did not fear God".  Amalek, because he does not fear God, wants to "free humanity from the shackles of the soul." Hitler saw all too clearly that there is no compromise in this war, it is a war of annihilation at the center of human history. 

The Chumash and Amalek himself tell us that there are two fundamental ideologies in the world fighting "for the domination of the world".  On the one hand, there is "conscience and ethics" that holds that there is right and wrong, and that we are commanded by an almighty G-d to be good and we are accountable for our actions accordingly.  Violently opposed to this is the ideology of Barbarism that hates the concept of right and wrong, and wants the freedom to live by the law of the jungle where might makes right.  The Barbarian thrills at the thought of satisfying every desire and lust relying on his strength alone, without restriction of consience.  

The Chumash and Amalek also inform us that each of these ideologies is embodied in a people, and that each of these peoples cannot be separated from the ideologies they represent.  Since these two ideologies are totally irreconcilable and antithetical, the people representing each ideology know they must destroy the other.  

The words that Samuel told Saul ring in our ears:  "Now hear the sound of Hashem's words. 'Now go and strike down Amalek and destroy everything he has, have no pity on him; kill man and woman alike, infant and suckling alike.' "  Hitler understands this from the other side of the fence, that this war between the Jews and Amalek is for keeps, it is a war of extirpation where no prisoners are to be taken.  We suddenly understand the Holocaust more clearly, that Hitler was trying to annihilate the Jews because as long as one Jew remains alive to carry forth the word of G-d, Hitler and his "weltenshauung" are in jeopardy.

Hashem chose the Jews to fight this war of annihilation against Amalek.  With what weapons can the Jews battle such a formidable enemy? We remember that in the Chumash's description of the battle against Amalek in the desert, when Moses lifted his arms to Heaven, the Jews overcame the strength of Amalek.  But when Moses' arms drooped, Amalek became stronger.  These are the uplifted arms of prayer beseeching Hashem to help us in this bitter struggle.  The key to overcoming Amalek is maintaining a good relationship with Hashem so that He helps us.  Help from Hashem is essential in this war.

This is clear from the conversation between Haman (who the Sages tell us is from Amalek) and Ahasuerus in Messechet Megilla 13b:

He (Haman) said to Ahasuerus, "Come, let us destroy them."  

He (Ahasuerus) replied: "I am afraid of their God, lest He do to me as He did to my predecessors."

He (Haman) replied: They (the Jews) are 'negligent' (lit. asleep) in the commandments.  

He (Ahaseurus) said, There are Rabbis among them.  

He (Haman) replied, They are 'one people'. 

Haman understood that the Jews at that time were weakened because they were 'negligent in the commandments', and therefore they didn't have the zchus (merit) that was needed to warrant Hashem's help.  Ahaseurus asked if perhaps the merit of the Rabbis would be enough to save the Jews.  Haman answered that the Jews are 'one people', and that the merit of all the Jews are considered in Hashem's calculation of how much help is warranted. Apparently it was clear to both of them that the actions of the Jews in general at that time did not warrant such help.  The story of Purim tells us that only when the Jews collectively did tschuva (repentance) and lifted up their arms to Hashem and cried out together to be saved did Hashem save them.

The Haggadah that we read on Pesach tells us that in every generation 'they rise up to destroy us'. This war of annihilation between the Jews and Amalek is serious business, it is a matter of life and death.  The war is over the issue of whether people should live by the standards of right and wrong that Hashem set forth clearly in the Chumash, or whether they will be freed from these 'shackles of the soul' and be 'barbarians'. (God forbid).  There is a barbarian within every human being, and it is called the Yetzer Hara, the evil inclination. Every time we give in to the Yetzer Hara, we strengthen Amalek, and whenever we overcome the Yetzer Hara, we help the Jews in this cosmic battle.  

We cannot win this battle alone.  It is only by maintaining a good relationship with Hashem by not being 'negligent in the commandments' can we succeed in this bitter war.  This is stated clearly in the Psalm 91 that is attributed to Moses: 

I will say of Hashem: he is my refuge and my fortress, my God - I will trust in Him. 

That He will deliver you from the ensnaring trap, from devastating pestilence.  

With His pinion He will cover you, and beneath His wings you will be protected; 

Shield and armor will His truth be.  

You shall not fear the terror of night, nor the arrow that flies by day; 

            Nor the pestilence that walks in gloom, nor the destroyer who lays waste at noon. 

The struggle for Man's mind and soul is between two peoples.  "The war for the domination of the world is waged only between these two camps alone....  Everything else is but deception."   Every Jew, whether or not he or she likes it, is enlisted in this battle.  Just as Jews are commanded to destroy Amalek who embodies Barbarism (because "he did not fear God"), likewise Amalek itches not only to destroy the concept of conscience, but the people who embody that belief. 

We can see in the popular media this struggle between Conscience and Barbarism.  There is a strong current in our popular culture that people should be able to do whatever they want, often rationalizing it in the name of progress.  We can feel this struggle against the 'yetzer hara' within ourselves every day.  Whenever people lose an external or internal battle against Barbarism, the Barbarians get stronger, and all Jews become more vulnerable.   It is incumbent on every Jew, and every moral human being who sees that the world would not be better if the Barbarians held sway, to fight for the Reign of Conscience.  We must fight for and pray that Mankind lives by the standards set forth by G-d.  We cannot win this battle against Amalek and Barbarism by ourselves.  We must strive to attain more zchus (merit) to warrant Hashem's help, and then lift our arms to heaven and pray that the Almighty will protect and save us.   
________________________________________________________________________

SHEMINI - SPIRITUAL LIGHT

January 14, 1994

"These are they which are unclean to you among all that swarm; whosever touches them, when they are dead, shall be unclean until the evening.  And upon whatsoever any of them, when they are dead, does fall, it shall be unclean." Leviticus 11:31

There are people who claim that organized religion is not for them, that 'tuning in' on sprituality is enough for them.  There is a Gemorrah in Chulin 123a that alludes to an idea that there is a certain danger inherent in their path.

The Gemorah there discusses the status of skin from a dead animal whose flesh is considered a source of 'tumah', spiritual impurity.  The Gemorah says that thin skin from certain parts of the animal's body is considered 'tomay', spiritually impure, until one of two things occurs.  One can begin the tanning process by spreading the skin on the ground and walking on it the equivalent of 4 'mil', a process that takes about 72 minutes.  This process of walking on the skin is called 'holech', or walking. The second process is that someone can cut a piece of the skin and use it for something productive and purposeful, such as making a patch for a basket.  These two actions indicates that the skin is no longer merely regarded like 'flesh', but is wanted for its productive uses.  If either of these two actions are done to the skin, it is no longer regarded as 'tomay', and becomes 'tahor', or spiritually pure.

The word for skin in Hebrew is 'ohr'.  Coincidentally the word for light is also 'ohr', exchanging the 'eyen' for an 'aleph', two letters that are sometimes regarded as interchangeable.  The word for light, 'ohr', is one of the first words found in the Bible, where God says 'let there be light'.  A question often asked is what light is this referring to, if God created the sun and the stars on a later day. The answer usually given is that this primal light refers to a spiritual light.  This primal light is the spiritual energy that enlivens our mind and spirit, that intangible and non-material force rooted in our soul and consciousness.  

If we look at the above law regarding skin, and by means of 'drosh', metaphor, apply it to spiritual light, an interesting idea emerges.  We see that skin in its native state is a source of tumah, spiritual impurity, and it is only by 'holech' (preparing it for productive use) or actual productive use does it lose its ability to generate 'tumah'.  By analogy, this would imply that the spiritual light that God created on the first day can be a source of 'tumah', spiritual impurity, unless it is either prepared for productive use or actually used productively.  It is interesting that the word 'holech', the process of preparing the skin for productive use, is very similar to the word for Jewish law, 'hollochah'.  The analogy implies that the pure spiritual energy we have within us can actually have a negative effect on us unless we use it productively, specifically as called for by 'hollochah' and mitzvahs, the activities that channel that spiritual energy for productive use.  Just 'grooving' and 'feeling' the spiritual energy in its native, amorphous, primal state could be a source of 'tumah' and spiritual impurity unless structured and used in a productive way, as called for by 'hollochah' and mitzvahs.  

We can see support for this interpretation in the two brochas we say before the morning Shema in the morning prayers.  In the first of the brochas we thank God for creating 'ohr', light.  In the second brocha we thank God for teaching us the laws of how to conduct our lives, how to channel that light.

The Gemorah in Yuma describes that happened when the Jews returned to the land of Israel to build the second Temple after the destruction of the first Temple and the 70 year exile in Babylonia.  They knew that one of the causes of the destruction of the first Temple, as described so vividly in Tanach, was the desire on the part of the Jews to worship idols.  So the Rabbis entered into the new (second) Temple, and prayed that the desire for idol worship would be destroyed.  The Gemorah says that this desire - in the form of a fierce lion - emerged from the inner sanctuary of the Temple, and the Rabbis killed it.  From then on the desire for idol worship substantially decreased, but the side effect was that prophesy was also substantially decreased.  It seems that there is a common spiritual energy that is the source of both prophesy and the desire to worship idols.  Perhaps this common spiritual energy is that 'light' (ohr) that God created on the first day.  Perhaps the spiritual energy, if left in its primal state, can make a person 'tomay' and induce him to worship idols, and if channeled and used productively with hollochah and mitzvahs, it can elevate a person to great spritual levels.  

The life force that pulses through us is a wonderful and miraculous gift of God, and includes the spiritual light that God created on the first day.  If left in its primal and unchanneled form, that life force and spiritual energy can actually be a source of 'tumah' and spritual impurity.  Feeling the spiritually is not only not enough, it can actually be a dangerous source of 'tumah'.  That life force and spiritual energy must be channelled and used productively with 'hollochah' and mitzvahs, so we can use its energy to rise to spritual heights.   

_______________________________________________________________________

METZORAH - TZORAS

June 6, 1994 

"This is the law for all manner of plague of leprosy, and for a scall; and for the leprosy of a garment and for a house; and for a rising, and for a scab, and for a bright spot;  to teach when it is unclean, and when it is clean; this is the law of leprosy."  Leviticus 14:54

The Chumash describes in great detail the disease of 'tzoras', commonly and mistakenly translated as 'leprosy'.  When a person sees a manifestation on his body that might be tzoras, he calls in a Kohane who makes the determination whether it is or is not tzoras.  If it is, the Kohane declares the person to be 'tomay', impure, and the person must leave the camp and live an isolated existence until the Kohane pronounces him free of the disease.

But what causes this disease that the Chumash spends many pages describing in so much detail, why is it focused on as opposed to other diseases, and why don't we see it around anymore today?

A big clue to the answer appears in Eruchin 16a, where Reb Yochanan says that there are seven causes for tzoras.  They are: loshon hara (bad mouthing others), gila arayes (sexual immoraility), shvichas domim (spilling of blood), tzoras eyen (selfishness and stinginess - literally 'narrowing the eye'), gasas haruach (haughtiness and arrogance), gezel (stealing), and shvuos shav (making a false oath). 

When we look at this list, it is immediately evident that these are the seven anti-social actions that destroy the social fabric of society.  If people did these things, the society would collapse into frightening chaos, as it has at times seemed to approach during certain dark nights of history.  

Therefore tzoras is a disease that attacks the person as a form of mida-keneged-mida, measure for measure.  While a person has tzoras, he must live away from people, outside the camp, in isolation.  The punishment pefectly matches the crime. Since he has exhibited within him the tendency to do actions that attack society, he must be removed from society to protect society from him.  It's a kind of jail, where people are 'taken off the streets' and prevented from adversely affecting the world of social interaction that the rest of us need and benefit from.  And because he has attacked society, he is removed from the benefits of society.  In his lonely, isolated abode on the outskirts of the camp, far from human beings, he can ruminate on how much he needs other people and daily social intercourse. He has time to reflect on how bereft people become when they are deprived of social living, a natural outcome for everyone if enough people exhibit the anti-social behavior that he exhibited.

After he has time to feel his loneliness and his need for others, he can see how destructive his anti-social behavior is, and has the time to contemplate and change.  If and when he changes, the tzoras departs, he is in effect 'freed from jail',  and he can return to society.

Since tzoras serves such a useful purpose, why did it disappear?  We need it now more than ever!  A possible answer appears at the end of Messechet Sotah.  There it says that at one point, before the destruction of the second Temple, the Rabbis ended the institution of giving possibly unfaithful wives the bitter water that would prove whether they had in fact been unfaithful.  Why?  Because it would only work if their husbands had been faithful, and there was so much promiscuity of husbands that the bitter water would no longer work much of the time.  

And then the Gemorah in Sotah says that around the same time the institution of 'eglah harufah' was also stopped.  This is a sacrifice performed when a person is found dead in the woods, and the town closest to the body has to bring a sacrifice in the woods to atone for the fact that it hadn't provided better protection for the traveler. Why was this sacrifice, ordained by the Torah, stopped?  Because there were just too many murders, too many dead bodies found in woods.

Perhaps this gives us a clue as to why tzoras stopped.  Tzoras works as long as there is a 'camp' of good people that the person with tzoras is sent out of.  But if the number of people who should get tzoras grows too large, then there might come a time when there are more people outside the camp than in it.  At that point, there is, in a sense, no 'camp' to be sent out of, because so many people are together on the outskirts of the camp, not feeling isolated, but rather feeling the commaraderie of their fellow sinners.

Perhaps when the level of people's general social behavior sinks too low, everyone is, in a sense, sent out of the camp until they have an opportunity to reflect on and change their ways.  Perhaps this is the meaning of 'galus', exile, when the camp is destroyed, and we are all outside, remembering how nice it was when we lived together inside the camp.  Then we are encouraged to mend our ways and stop doing actions that are anti-social, so we can be brought again inside the camp to the normal social life our people once knew.

___________________________________________________________________ 

PESACH - FIRST BORN                                  

March 21, 1994

The tenth plague occured on the night of the first Passover in Egypt.  God sent the angel of death over the houses in Egypt killing the first born sons, the 'bechorim'.  But God had forwarned the Jews, and told them how to protect their bechorim from being killed.  They sacrificed the Corbon Pesach, the Pascal lamb, and put its blood on the doorpost of their houses.  Then the angel of death 'passed over' the houses that had performed this sacrifice.  

After the bechorim were saved from death, the Chumash says that the bechorim became 'holy'.  God said, 'heekdoshti', I have made them holy. The Gemorrah in Zvechim says that the bechorim had the level of holiness that enabled them to offer the corbonos, the sacrifices, at the private altars that each family had before the Mishkan was built. Their level of kedushah enabled them to be the attendants of the holy places of their family.  

A question can be asked, how did this holiness descend upon the bechorim?  Is it because they were saved from death?  That seems unlikely, because many people are saved from death and don't become holy.  Is it because they owed their life to God?  But we all owe our lives to God, but that doesn't make us all holy at the level that the bechorim became that night.  What was the source, the cause, and the reason that the Jewish bechorim became holy when they were saved the night of Pesach, when the Corbon Pesach was sacrificed?

To search for a possible answer, let's review some information about corbonos.  Leviticus begins by describing various types of corbonos, including a Chatos (sin offering), Oleh (burnt offering), and a Shlomim (peace offering).  For each the person bringing the corbon put his hands on the animal in a process called 'smichah', and prayed to Hashem that the sins of the person should be placed on the animal, and that animal should be killed instead of the person himself.  The proces of 'transferring' the judgement on a person to a sacrificial animal is called 'temurah'.  

This was done, for example, by the High Priest on Yom Kippur.  He put his hands on a goat that was designated as a 'corbon chatos', a sin offering, and prayed that the sins of the Jewish people be placed onto the goat.  Then the goat was driven off a cliff in the wilderness.

An Oleh, a burnt offering, has a somewhat different meaning.  A person not only is asking to be forgiven for specific sins, but he wants to express his total dedication to Hashem, to offer his whole being, so to speak, to the Almighty.  The Oleh was burnt completely on the altar, as a symbol of total dedication.  

One of the first times the Chumash mentions the word Oleh is in relation to Yitzchak.  Hashem tells Avraham to bring Yitzchak as an Oleh.  Avraham was able to show that his devotion to Hashem was greater than anything, even more than the love he felt for his beloved son Yitzchak. Avraham went to the mountain that the Temple would later be built on, and bound his son to the altar and raised his knife in the air.  His dedication proven, Avraham was stopped and told to make a kind of 'temurrah', to tranfer the status of  corbon onto a ram and offer the ram as a Oleh instead of his son.  The Chumash says the ram was 'tachas benoh', in the place of his son. 

But there is an interesting side effect of temurah.  When we transfer the status of corbon from one animal to another, the first animal no longer needs to be brought as a sacrifice, but it retains its kedushah.  This happened to Yitzchak.  Since he had been already designated as a corbon, he retained that level of kedushah, and was not able to leave Eretz Yisrael in order to look for a wife.

Rashi says that the purpose of a corbon Shlomim is to bring peace and unity to the world.  What does the person bringing the corbon say when he puts his hands on the animals head during 'smichah'? Perhaps he says, as a friend of mine David Roberts suggests: 'Whatever sins and deficiencies within me block me from contributing more to the peace and unity of my family, people, and world, let those sins and deficiencies be transferred onto the corbon Shomim, leaving me free of them, so I can be a more active force in the pursuit of peace and unity'.  

We know that prayer serves in stead of sacrifices, and perhaps the prayer 'Sim Shalom' at the end of the Shemoneh Esreh could have been said over the Peace Offering: "Bring peace, goodness, and blessing, graciousness and kindess and forgiveness on us and all Israel Your people."

The first corbon Shlomim mentioned in the Chumash is the corbon Pesach.  Each family, or a group of families, sacrificed this first 'Peace offering', and ate it the night of Pesach as a group, facing each other, to dedicate themselves to the goal of peace and unity that would be required of the Jewish people. 

What happened the night of Pesach bears a striking resemblance to what happened to Yitzchak.  With Yitzchak, Hashem first pronounced a judgement that teaches us the total dedication of an Oleh, and then let Avraham transfer that status onto an animal in an act of  temurah. Yitzchak then retained the level of kedushah of a substituted corbon.  

On the night of Pesach, Hashem began with a judgement of death against the bechorim.  He then told the Jews to bring a corbon Pesach, a Shlomim, that teaches us the goal of peace and unity.  Bringing this corbon saved the bechorim of the Jews.  Perhaps the corbon Pesach is a temurah for the Jewish bechorim, that allowed the judgement against them to be transferred onto the sheep, as the judgement against Yiztchak was transferred onto the ram. But why did Hashem pick on the firstborn males?  Perhaps Hashem declared the judgement against the firstborn males because He expects that the firstborn son in each family serve as an example of leadership among his siblings in the pursuit of spiritual peace and unity.  The moral degradation of Egypt, and the fact that even the Jews had sunk to the 49th level of tumah, was testimony that the bechorim had not fulfilled this task.  (As an example of what Hashem expects from firstborn, Hashem calls the Jews His firstborn, and expects the Jews to be a 'kingdom of priests and a holy nation.')

This would explain how the bechorim attained their kedushah.  As we saw with Yitzchak,  once a person is designated as a corbon, they retain that level of kedushah after temurah is done to free them from being brought as a corbon.  Just as Yitzchak retained the kedushah of a substituted corbon, so perhaps the Jewish bechorim attained their kedushah  when the corbon Pesach was sacrificed to save them.  To teach us that we must strive for greater heights of spiritual peace and unity, Hashem first placed a judgement on the bechorim whose role is to lead their siblings, and then provided a Shlomim, the corbon Pesach, to be brought instead of the Jewish bechorim, who retained the kedushah of a substituted corbon.  

For a while after Pesach, the bechorim were the focus of peace and unity within the family and officiated at the family sacrifices.  But then they fell when they participated in the sin of the golden calf.  They were deemed no longer fit to serve in the capacity of spiritual leaders.  So the Chumash describes that their kedushah got transferred onto the men of the tribe of Levy, in another 'temurah', and subsequently the Leviim served as the attendants in the places of holiness. 

Today a firstborn son is brought to a Kohane and redeemed in a ceremony known as a 'pidyan haben'. The Kohane says 'do I keep the son, or will you give me 5 silver coins instead?'  Hashem originally meant that the firstborn sons would be the spiritual leaders that arise from each family, and through the temurah of the corbon Pesach they were given the kedushah that enabled them to serve in that capacity.  But once that kedushah got transferred to the Leviim after the sin of the golden calf, they're in a catch-22, having the obligation to serve as spiritual leaders but no longer having the kedushah to enable them to carry out that function.  They therefore need to be redeemed from this difficult situation, of being expected serve in a capacity without having the kedushah necessary for that position.  

It is said that when Moshiach comes, the bechorim will be forgiven, and they will take on their intended role and serve in the Temple.  Let the bechor in every family prepare for this position of spiritual leadership, and inspire his brothers and sisters to achieve harmony, peace, and unity within the family, the concept that the corbon Pesach, the first Shlomim, is meant to teach us. 

________________________________________________________________________

COUNTING THE OMER – WHY IS IT CALLED THIS?

 April 23, 2006

The period of time between the second day of Pesach and Shavuous is called “Sfiras Haomer”, “Counting of the Omer”.  On the first day we say, “It is the first day of the Omer”, and each day we add one day until erev Shavuous we say, “It is the 49th day of the Omer”.  There is a disagreement regarding the prefix we use before the word Omer while counting.  Do we say “B’Omer”, which means “In the Omer”, or do we say “L’Omer”, which means “To the Omer”?  

The Mitzvah to count the Omer is mentioned in the Torah.  We say a Brocha before counting, saying that the Torah has commanded us, “Regarding the counting of the Omer.”  Most are in agreement that the Biblical commandment refers to the counting that was done in the Bais Hamikdosh, and now the counting is Rabinnic in emulation and  remembrance of the Mitzvah that was done when the Bais Hamikdosh was standing.  

The Omer itself was a grain (Minchah) offering burned on the Alter of the Bais Hamikdosh on the second day of Pesach.  The Gemorah in Pesachim describes how, on the second night of Pesach, the people went out into the fields and cut barley to be brought as the Omer offering the next day.  

The Torah says, “You shall count for yourselves … from the day that you brought the Omer. It will for you seven complete weeks…You will count fifty days.  Then you will offer a new Mincha offering to Hashem.”  The new Minchah offering the Torah is referring to consists of the two loaves of bread offered on Shavuous.

There are two fundamental questions we will ask about this Mitzvah of ‘counting the Omer’.

1. Why is the seven week period called the Omer period?  There is only one Omer offering made, and that is the barley offered on the second day of Pesach.  There is no other Omer offering.  There is no Omer offered during the seven weeks, and the concluding Minchah offering given on Shavuous is called the Shtei Halechem, the two loaves of bread, which is not referred to as an Omer.  So why is the entire seven week period given the appellation “Omer”, as in “the Xth day of the Omer”?

2. A second, and somewhat related question is: why are the two choices for counting “B’Omer” (in the Omer) and “L’Omer” (to the Omer)?  The Torah says, “You shall count for yourselves… from the day that you brought the Omer”.  On the surface it would seem that the Torah uses the term ‘from’ to suggest that we should say, “M’Omer” (from the Omer”).  If the counting begins from the day that we bring the Omer, why don’t use the expression “M’Omer” (from the Omer)?

Certainly the period between Pesach and Shavuous represents a transition.  We are counting the days from leaving Egypt, when the Jews were on the 49th level of impurity, to Shavuous when we had risen, day by day, to the level of being ready to receive the Torah.  The fact that we count the days from slavery to Matan Torah is certainly understandable.  It is just puzzling why this period is called the Omer period, and why don’t we count the days “From” the Omer?

We will suggest an answer to these questions.  There are two words in Hebrew that are pronounced “Omer”.  The first word Omer begins with an Eyen, and refers to the barley offering given on the second day of Pesach.  The second word Omer begins with an Aleph, and means “Saying”.  In fact, in Hebrew grammar the letters Eyen and Aleph are interchangeable.  

Perhaps we are counting the days of transition between the first meaning of the word Omer (barley offering) to the second meaning of the word Omer (Saying).  The second meaning of the word Omer (Saying) can be referring to two things:

1. The ‘saying’ that Hashem did by giving us the Torah at Har Sinai.

2. The ‘saying’ that man uses when he uses his highest and most exalted ability, the faculty of speech.

If the ‘saying’ refers to Hashem’s giving us the Torah, we are counting the days of transition between the two ways that Hashem relates to the world.  At one end Hashem cares for the physical needs of the world.  Barley is a grain normally given to animals.  We begin the Sfira period by focusing on how Hashem nurtures animals.  Then we count the days of transition until Hashem revealed the most lofty way he has related to world, by giving us the spiritual insights of the Torah.  The seven weeks is the transition from Hashem’s involvement in the physical to His involvement in the spiritual – from Hashem’s feeding of animals to His spiritual feeding of Man.

‘Saying’ could also be referring to the fact that Man’s ability to speak is what sets him apart from all other animals.  Our speech allows us to reach great heights, as when we express new ideas, say kind words to each other, or give praise and thanks to Hashem.  On the other hand, we can use our speech to virtually kill other people with Loshon Hara.  From this perspective, the Sfira period is highlighting the transition from the ‘dumb physical animal’ within us, all the way to our exalted, spiritual nature as exemplified by our ability to speak.

It’s very possible that the heights that are climbing towards during the Sfira period refers to both types of ‘saying’.  The ‘Saying’ that we are leading up to on the 50th day refers to both the way Hashem spoke to us when He gave us the Torah, and how the Torah is a guide to our maximizing our spiritual potential as exemplified by our ability to speak.

We now have a possible answer to our two questions.  The seven week period is called the Omer period because we are transitioning from the Omer with the Eyen (the barley offering), to the Omer with the Aleph, referring to Hashem’s speaking to us by giving the Torah, and how the Torah is a guide to our uplifting ourselves spiritually as exemplified by our amazing power of speech.  

This is why we use the preposition “In” or “To”.  The barley offering on the second day of Pesach is only the beginning of the process.  While counting, we are “In” the period of transition, moving ‘To” the second meaning of the word Omer – “Saying” spelled with an Aleph.  This culminates in Matan Torah, when Hashem spoke to us, revealing to us how we can make use of our spiritual potential, of which speech is one of our greatest abilities.  

It is the transition from one Omer to the other Omer, from animal food to Hashem’s speaking and the exalted nature of our own speech, that we progress through the days of counting during the “Omer” period.

________________________________________________________________________

ACHREY MOS - CUTTING                                 

 March 18, 1994

"You therefore shall keep My statutes and My ordinances, and shall not do any of these abominations;  ... For whosoever shall do any of these abominations, even the souls that do them shall be cut off from among their people." Leviticus 18:26

The Bible says that the punishment for eating bread on Passover or eating food on Yom Kippur is 'korase'.  It is not altogether clear what the word 'korase' means.  Literally, the word korase means 'cutting off'.  But the cutting off of what?  The Gemorrah discusses this question, and suggests two possibilities.  According to one opinion, 'korase' means the shortening off one's own life, specifically dying before the age of 50.  Thus one is 'cutting off' the end of one's life, shortening it.  Another opinion says that 'korase' means  that one's children, chas ve shalom, die in their youth.  Therefore, the children's lives are 'cut short', or one's connection to the future through one's children is 'cut off '.  

The Ramban gives another possible interpretation of the word 'korase'.  He says that one is 'cut off' from one's own neshama.  And to give still another, but related interpretation, the Gemorrah in Chulin uses the word 'korase' in another context, that off a vascectomy in an animal, the cutting off of the duct that the sperm flow through, making the animal unable to father offspring.  Thus someone who suffers the punishment of 'korase' is similarly cut off from the future that would occur through one's offspring. 

Perhaps there is an underlying meaning of the word 'korase' that encompasses all the above meanings.  It is suggested by the first Psalm:

The praises of Man are that he walked not in the counsel of the wicked,

And stood not in the path of the sinful, and sat not in the session of scorners.

But his desire is in the Torah of HASHEM, and in His Torah he meditates day and night.

He shall be like a tree replanted by streams of water 

That yields its fruit in due season,  and whose leaf never withers

Not so the wicked: They are like the chaff which the wind drives away.

Just as a feotus in its mother's womb is tied to this mother for nourishment and life through the umbilical chord, so to we are forever tied to Hashem through an umbilical chord.  Our source of life and happiness is the nourishment we get from that umbilical chord from Hashem, just like a tree gets its nourishment from the ground that it is firmly rooted in.  We have an opportunity throughout our lives, with all of our actions, to strengthen these roots, or to weaken them.  The punishement of 'korase', then, may be where that connection is severed completely, and the person withers away, and the wind drives away his remains like chaff.

When we make this connection, these roots to Hashem, more secure, we not only strengthen our own lives, but also build a future through our deeds and our children.  Consider how strong were the roots of Hillel, whose descendents were the spiritual leaders of the Jews for 14 generations!  We shoot an arrow into the future via our children, and it is a great challenge to be so straight - through strenghtening our connection to Hashem and His ways - that the arrow of our descendants flies straight.  

When we are tempted by various averas, sins, we are choosing whether to strengthen our bond, our rootedness, our umbillical chord to Hashem or to weaken it.  Korase is the ultimate weakening of that connection, whereby it is cut asunder, cutting off all nourishment.  The momentary pleasure of any wrongful deed should be weighed against the restriction in the nourishment we get from the Creator.  And likewise, any hardship we may undergo by doing good is offset by our being more connected and nourished by our rootedness in Hashem.  

This lends another meaning to the words 'Olam hazeh' (this world), and 'Olam habah', (literally the world that comes).  This world means immediate pleasure, and the world that comes is the future, of ourselves and our descendants, that must be nourished by a connection to Hashem.  

This thought is beautifully described in two of the 'Shir Hamaalos', Psalms 127 and 128:

If Hashem will not build the house, its builders labor on vainly.

If Hashem will not guard the city, the watchman was vigilant in vain.

Children are the heritage of Hashem.

The fruit of the womb is a  reward like arrows in the hand of a warrior.

                                                          (from Psalm 127)

Praiseworthy is everyone who fears Hashem, who walks in His ways.

When you eat the labor of your hands, your are praiseworthy, and all is well with you.

Your wife shall be like a fruitful vine, in the inner chambers of your home.

Your children shall be like olive shoots around your table.

                                                          (from Psalm 128)

With every act, with every thought, we strengthen or weaken our roots to Hashem, and cause either more or less nourishment to flow from Him to us.  Korase is the ultimate severing of this link, that causes a person and his future to wither.  May we, on the contrary, strengthen this bond, and feel the joy of ever increasing nourishment from the Almighty.

________________________________________________________________________

KEDOSHIM - ONE THIRD

March 16, 1999

“You shall not steal, you shall not deny falsely, and you shall not lie to one another.  You shall not swear falsely by My Name, thereby desecrating the Name of your G-d - I am the Lord.  You shall not cheat your fellow and you shall not rob.  Leviticus 19:11

You shall not hate your brother in your heart; you shall reprove your fellow and do not bear a sin because of him.  You shall not take revenge and you shall not bear a grudge against the members of your people;  you shall love your fellow as yourself - I am the Lord.”  Leviticus 19:17

There is a cryptic Gemorah in Messechet Shabbos (89b) that needs explanation.  Hashem turns to Avraham, and says “The Jewish People are sinning.”  For some reason, Avraham doesn’t provide a defense.  Hashem then turns to Yaacov with the same complaint, and Yaacov also doesn’t speak out in defense.  It’s only when Hashem turns to Yitzchak that He hears a spirited defense of the Jewish People.  

What could this mean?  With enemies rising up to harm us in every generation, to paraphrase the Haggadah, certainly we would expect all of our Avos to defend us to the n’th degree.  

We’ll begin our explication with another question.  It says in Messechet Yuma (9b) that the second Bais Hamikdosh was destroyed because of Sinas Chinum, causeless hatred.  The story of Kamzta and Bar Kamtza recounted in Gittin gives an example of Jewish hatred for fellow Jews causing disaster.  

Another reason for the destruction of the Bais Hamikdosh is told in Baba Metzia.  In a section about returning lost articles (26b), it says that if you see someone lose a coin in the sand, ‘ke-din’ - according to the law - you do not have to return the coin because the person most likely has given up hope of finding it the sand.  However, ‘lifnim meshuras hadin’, going beyond the law, it obviously would be a good deed to return the coin. Reb Yochanon later states (30b) that the Bais Hamikdosh was destroyed because the Jews didn’t go ‘lifnim meshuras hadin’, they didn’t go the extra step in being more honest than what was required. 

Certainly squabbling with other Jews and not being extra honest is problematical and not ideal, but why should that be given as the reason for Hashem destroying our Holy Temple, Hashem’s residence in the world and the center of our religious life?  

An answer to these questions is alluded to by a Gemorah in Yuma (86a).  It says there that there are four levels of sin.  The first three levels involve various abrogations of positive or negative commandments, and in each a mixture of repentance and possibly divine punishment wipes the slate clean.  The fourth level, however, is much more serious.  This level is Chillul Hashem, the desecration of Hashem’s name.  If a person, chas ve shalom, is guilty of this sin, only death wipes the slate clean, repentance and punishment do not bring forgiveness.  

The Gemorah then gives two examples of Chillul Hashem.  The first is of someone who buys on credit and gives the impression, however erroneous, that he won’t pay the debt.  The second example is of someone who doesn’t talk softly, and perhaps shouts at someone else.  

Why are these the worst possible sins?  The answer is because others observing the Jew exhibiting this behavior might say: ‘If this is what a religious person does, then probably religion doesn’t mean much, and by association, the Almighty can be discounted.’  

The whole reason for the Jewish People is to sanctify Hashem’s name in the world, giving Him more respect through our actions.  If we do the opposite, chas ve shalom, we not only anger Hashem, but we call into question our very reason for being.  We reduce the holiness of the world, and push people farther away from Hashem and redemption, which is the reason for the world’s existence.  

This puts the issue of ‘bain adam le chavero’, between man and man, in a new perspective.  If we don’t hold ourselves to a high standard of honesty and getting along with others, it’s not only a ‘sin’ for which we may be punished, but we are shaking the very existence of the world and the reason for our being here. 

Now we can tie the strands of the answer together.  The two examples of Chillul Hashem involve honesty (giving the impression of not paying for something) and getting along (talking to others gruffly).  These are the very same reasons given for the destruction of the Bais Hamikdosh.  Keeping such a coin and being guilty of Sinus Chinum is so serious because they involve Chilul Hashem.  If other people watch Jews involved in such activity, it bleeds away holiness from the world and leads to a discounting of Hashem.  In such an environment, the Bais Hamikdosh is superfluous.

This explains the enigmatic story involving the three Avos.  Each of our Avos represent a ‘mida’, a characteristic.  Avraham represents Chesed, kindness towards other people.  When he saw the Jews guilty of Sinas Chinum, he could not defend them by pointing to the mida of kindness that he represents.  Yaacov represents Emes, truth.  When he saw the Jewish people keeping coins that belonged to others, even with a modicum of justification, he couldn’t defend them by speaking about his mida of honesty.  

Yitzchak represents Yira, awe, Avodah, worship.  Most observant Jews are proud that  we excel in this area.  We daven three times a day, we are scrupulous about Kashrus and Shabbos.  In shul we follow our minhagim, rituals, of avodah with alacrity.  We learn our holy books as an act of devotion to the Almighty, the source of these holy books. This is Bain Adam le Macom, religious worship of Hashem, represented by Yitzchak on the Akeidah, offering himself completely.

But these Gemorah’s are telling us that it is far from enough.  It represents only one third of what we need to do.  Not being scrupulously honest and not getting along with others represent the other two thirds, and leads to Chillul Hashem when others see us involved in such unbecoming behavior.   

We want the Bais Hamikdosh to be rebuilt speedily and in our days.  We must devote ourselves with fervor to reach the highest standards of the other two thirds of what is expected of us. 

________________________________________________________________________

KEDOSHIM - TAHARA AND KEDUSHA

 November,4, 1992 

"You shall be holy; for I the Lord your G-d am holy."  Leviticus 19:2

A few weeks ago, when I was in Shul, I looked around at my fellow congregants and noticed something that I had sensed many times before but had never been able to verbalize.  They were all good frum Jews, who daven and learn regularly, and carefully observe Hallachah.  They feel proud that their G-d given life style protects them and their families from the Tumeh that is ravaging the external society that surrounds us.  As Rabbi Akiva says in the last Mishna of Yuma, the Torah is like a Mikveh, and by immersing ourselves in it, we become Tahor.  My friends in Shul that day had striven to achieve that state of Tahara, and I believe their family lives by and large showed that they were successful. 

But still, I sensed that day that something very important was still lacking.  And then it hit me:  I sensed a great deal of Tahara, but not a high level of Kedushah. 

I seemed to remember that this topic is covered in Misilas Yeshorum, so I reviewed this issue a few days later.  The book describes the levels that a Jew tries to achieve in his struggle for perfection.  Tahara is at a middle level, and Kedusha is at the highest level.  Tahara can be generally defined as being separated from things that are Tomay, impure.  But the Misilas Yeshorum says that to achieve Kedusha, one must try to become separated from all aspects of the physical that distance us from the spiritual. 

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto explains: "(Kedushah) consists in one's completely separating and removing himself from earthiness, and clinging always, at all periods and times, to his G-d." (Page 327 in Feldheim edition). 

Kedusha is described as the ultimate spiritual destination, the goal of Jewish life that we must all strive to attain.  Tahara is a necessary stage along the way. 

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto highlights the distinction:  "Note the distinction between one who is Tahar and one who is Kadosh.  The earthy actions of the first... escape the Evil in earthiness and remain pure.  But they do not approach Holiness...One who is Kadosh, however, and clings constantly to his G-d, his soul traveling in channels of truth, amidst the love and fear of his Creator ... Such a person is himself considered a tabernacle, a sanctuary, an altar." (page 329)

Being Tahar is a good and essential step in a Jew's spiritual journey.  But what is necessary for him to reach the higher level of Kedushah?  Luzzatto explains that he must develop the trait of anivus, humility. And he must overcome his attachments to wealth and honor: 

"It is the desire for wealth which binds a man with worldly bonds and places the thongs of labor and preoccupation upon his arms... It is this desire which removes one from Divine service... The desire for honor is even greater than the desire for wealth, for it is possible for a person to overcome his inclination for wealth and the other pleasures, and still be pressed by the desire for honor being unable to tolerate being, and seeing himself beneath his friends." (p 167, 169) 

As I thought about this distinction, many ideas became clearer to me.  This is why Shabbos is called the day that is Kadosh.  Shabbos is a day dedicated to Hashem.  Our homes become a mini Bais Hamikdosh, we dress in our best clean clothes likea Kohen, and our table is like a Mizbeach, where our meals are a form of Avodah.  We feel the Kedushah of Shabbos because it is essentially spiritual.  We are to leave behind thoughts of money, fixing, and materialism. 

This doesn't mean that a person who strives for Kedushah should give up his physical possessions. But the physical things should be used in service to Hashem, and one should give up the 'attachment' to the physical.  Rebbi Yehuda Ha Nasi was one of the richest Jews who ever lived.  But he is called Rebbi Ha Kodesh because as he said on his death bed, he never got as much as a finger nail's pleasure for himself from the wealth, he used it all in service to Hashem. 

I have been in Shul's where I didn't feel the warmth, humility, and openness that come from people who are Kadosh, but rather the protectivenss and distance that might characterize people who feel that Tahara is 'good enough'.  I have known Shul's where newcomers don't get a warm welcome, and where talk of helping the non-religious or singles leaves the members cold and uninterested. 

Perhaps they see remaining Tahar as the goal of Judaism, and Kedushah as consigned to the realm of the 'tzaddik'.  Or perhaps they sense that to strive harder for Kedushah means trying to eradicate the trappings of materialism and desire for honor that are hallmarks of our modern age. 

But perhaps that is a very real mistake.  Perhaps Judiasm that rests on the plateau of Tahara, and does not strive energetically and effectively towards the goal of Kedushah is a shadow of what Judiasm is meant to be.  Hashem said on Mount Sinai He wants us to be a 'Goy KADOSH', a HOLY nation.

In a sense, Tahara can be the opposite of Kedushah.  Someone who is Tahar can be cold, stand offish, and even selfish, as long as he separates himself from Tumeh.  But someone who is Kadosh feels the Neshamah in other people and is warm and expansive.  Perhaps a Judiasm that lacks the warmth of that Kedusha is not enough. 

The Gemorrah describes in Baba Metziah how Rebbi Yochanan and his talmidim were walking in Yerushalim and found a wallet in the street. He pointed out that according to Hallachah, the person who lost the wallet was Meyayish, had given up hope of finding it again, and therefore the finders did not have to return it according to the strict letter of the law.  But of course, if a person wanted to go beyond the law, and act lifnim meshuras hadin, he would certainly return it.  The Second Bais Hamikdosh was destroyed, he said, because the Jews didn't go beyond the letter of the law. 

A person who has only reached the level of Tahara is capable of not returning the wallet, especially if he has not shaken off the desire for material possessions.  Look at the money he'd be giving up.  But someone who is Kadosh certainly would return the wallet, because he would feel the pain of the person who lost it, and would have overcome the desire for the money.  In these terms, perhaps the Bais HaMikdosh was destroyed because they felt satisfied with the level of Tahara and weren't striving hard enough to reach the level of Kedushah. 

In Nedarim it says that the second Bais Hamikdosh was destroyed because they learned Torah without a Brocha.  It's been explained that they learned Torah for Honor and competitiveness.  Not having overcome the desire for Honor is a sign of being Tahar without being Kadosh. 

And in Yuma it says that the Bais HaMikdosh was destroyed because, even though the people excelled in Torah and Mitzvahs, they were guilty of Sinas Chinim.  Torah and Mitzvahs can be attained by someone who has reached the level of Tahara.  But someone who is Kadosh cannot hate others without cause, doesn't talk Loshon Hara, because he feels the pain of others so strongly, and he feels the bond between his Neshama and that of other people. 

After all, the name Bais HaMikdosh signifies a House of Kedushah.  And if the Jewish people are not Kadosh enough, then perhaps we no longer merited a house of Kedushah where Hashem would dwell in our midst.  The Ramban in his famous explanation of the sentence 'Kedoshim tehu (you shall be holy)', says that obvserving all the mitzvos without striving for Kedushah is just not enough for the Jewish people.  Our sages criticize Noah because Tahara was enough for him, but praise Abraham who scaled the heights of Kedushah and reached out to other people.  Jews mark their spiritual heritage from Abraham, not Noah. 

Certainly it is important to be Tahar before we scale the heights of Kedushah.  There were severe penalties for people who entered the Bais Hamikdosh when they were Tomey, and a Kohen who knowingly does the Avodah when he is Tomay is liable to the death penalty from Heaven.  Perhaps Nadav and Avihu reached for Kedushah before they were Tahar.  Misillas Yasharim says that a person must be Tahar before genuine Kedushah can take hold. 

But although the struggle to protect ourselves from the Tumeh in our society remains the primary fight, it is not enough.  We must strive for Kedushah.  Remaining complacent with Tahara often comes hand in hand with underestimating the destructive effects of the attraction of materialism and the desire for honor.  Moshe Rabbenu warned us of the problems that would occur when we become fat and rich. 

Perhaps someone who rests on the plateau of Tahara is even fooling himself with regards to the safety of the Tahara.  To illustrate this, one can look at the Mishna in Messechet Taharas, 4:8.  It describes a situation where there are objects that are Tomay floating in water, and there is a question whether or not a person touched them.  'Reb Yehuda says, if a person is rising (aliyoso) he is considered Tahor, but a person who is falling (yeridoso) is considered Tomay'.  The pshat is that when a person rises out of water, the water and the objects in it are pushed away from him, and we assume they didn't touch him.  On the other hand, someone who goes down into the water creates a kind of hole in the water that the objects flow into, and therefore we suspect they touched him. 

But there is a powerful implication here.  We are surrounded by Tumeh, and quite often there is a question whether we have been affected in some way by its effects.  If we are rising (spiritually), and striving towards the level of Kedushah, then we can assume that the Tumeh didn't touch us.  But if we are going down(spiritually), then we have to assume that the Tumeh did touch us, making us Tomey. 

Perhaps the subtle seduction of materialism and the attraction to honor, so prevalent in the general society, has touched us more than we realize.  Perhaps it has caused us to compromise, to settle for Tahara instead of striving harder for Kedushah and the ideal of the Holy Nation that Hashem wants us to be. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

EMOR - EMPTINESS 

February 23, 1996 

"They shall be holy unto their G-d, and not profane (yechallelu) the name of their G-d". Leviticus 21:6

Two of the places where the word 'chillul' occurs in hallachah is in relation to Hashem and Shabbos.  We say that a person who desecrates the name of God is guilty of 'chillul Hashem', and that a person who desecrates Shabbos is guilty of 'chillul Shabbos'.  The word 'chillul' is usually translated as 'desecration'.  Let us further examine what the  concept means, and why it is used in relation to these cardinal sins.

The word 'challul' literally means empty or hollow.  The Hebrew word 'challil' refers to a flute because it is a hollow musical instrument.  How does the concept of hollowness and emptiness apply to the Almighty and Shabbos?  Since God is omnipresent, being everywhere, how can someone's act affect His pervasive presence?  Likewise, once Shabbos begins on Friday evening, it is there until the next evening.  How do we relate the concept of emptiness and hollowness to the presence of Shabbos, and how might our actions be involved?

By way of analogy, physics tells us that heat exists everywhere in the universe.  Heat is a measure of the movement of atoms.  The faster they move and collide with each other, the greater the heat.  Heat is reduced when atoms slow down and collide less frequently..  Since atoms exist everywhere in the universe, in greater or lesser density, moving around faster or slower, heat exists everywhere in varying degrees.   On the surface of the sun the atoms have tremendous energy and are moving and colliding very fast, and so it is hotter than in the North Pole where the atoms are much more sluggish.  Heat is everywhere, but its presence or preponderance varies from place to place.

Even though we say that Hashem is everywhere, perhaps the analogy applies to Hashem as well, and He can have a greater or lesser 'presence' in different places. Perhaps Hashem's presence is more 'palpable' at the Kosel that in a den of idol worshippers, though He is present in both places. Likewise, the spirit of Shabbos obviously exists throughout Shabbos, but perhaps there is a greater or lesser density of 'shabbos-ness' in the air in different places and at different times.  

The concept of 'chillul Hashem' or 'chillul Shabbos' therefore confronts us with the startling idea that perhaps people's actions can affect the presence and 'density' of Hashem and Shabbos in the world.  If we act in a proper and holy way, we draw towards our locale a greater presence and 'density' of Hashem and Shabbos, to the extent that this greater presence can actually be felt and experienced.  In a holy community, where everyone is upright and acts in a G-dly manner, the feeling of Hashem's presence would be much greater and more palpable.  In the same way, in a place where the spirit of Shabbos is punctilliously observed, one can feel surrounded by a greater sense of Shabbos. 

On the other hand, if people, God forbid, do acts that fall under the category of chillul Hashem, the presence of Hashem is lesssened in that place, and that place is 'emptied' and 'hollowed' of the Hashem's presence.  If people are guilty of chillul Shabbos, the presence of Shabbos becomes less present, and one would feel less of the spirit of Shabbos in the air.

An act of chilllul Hashem has two very important consequences.  First, the lesser 'density' of Hashem's presence in a place makes it easier for sin and evil to infiltrate.  Hashem's presence can serve as a deterrance to sin.  The more 'dense' Hashem's presence is, the less 'room' there is for bad acts, bad thoughts, and bad people to find a foothold.  But when acts of chillul Hashem lessen Hashem's presence, people find less resistance externallly and internally to do bad things and to have bad thoughts.  This can become a slippery slope, with more sin reducing Hashem's presence, in turn making it more conducive for more sin to occur.  It is obviously better when things move in the opposite direction, when more good acts leads to a greater 'density' of Hashem's presence,  and this can inspires us to be even better.  

A second consequence is that when Hashem's presence is less, He is less 'there' to help us when we call on Him in times of trouble and need.  If His presence has been steadily increased over time by a holy community trying to be better and better, Hashem is more 'there' to help them when they need Hashem's help when emergencies and troubles happen.

The last 30 years in America has witnessed a deterioration of moral standards.  As a result, it is possible that Hashem's presence is less than it could be.  As a result, we find less resistance in the air to do things that are wrong, and feel less of God's presence to inspire us to greater spiritual heights.  This is not a good situation.  It makes us less sensitive to sin and genuine holiness.  In addition, it widens the door to the kinds of evils that plague society in general and Jews in particular.  And if bad events do take place, Hashem is less 'here' to answer our pleas. 

Therefore, we should redouble our efforts to be involved with actions that result in 'kiddush Hashem', that increase the presence of Hashem around us, so we can reverse the slippery slope's downward direction, and encourage and propel ourselves towards higher levels of holiness.

__________________________________________________________________ 

BEHAR - BROTHERS 

 October 28, 1993 

 (printed in The Jewish Press, December 3, 1993, page 24)

"And if a stranger who is a settler with you is very rich, and your brother is very poor beside him, and sells himself to the stranger who is a settler with you, or to the offshoot of a stranger's family, after he is sold he may be redeemed; one of his brothers will redeem him".  Leviticus 25:47

What should the attitude of Orthodox Jews be to fellow Jews who are not religious?  The Gemmorah in Kedushin 20a and 20b may shed light on this important and timely question.

The Gemorrah there brings up an interesting question.  It is considered a mitzvah to redeem a Jew that has been sold as a slave to a non-Jew (the non-Jew is called an 'idol worshipper' in the Gemmorah).  The amount of money needed for redemption is reduced by the amount of time the Jewish slave has already worked.  So normally if a Jew is sold for $1000, and the standard term is for 6 years, after 3 years he can be redeemed for $500, i.e. half. The question arises, however, what if the value of the slave has gone up or down?  Do we take half of the original purchase price or the price of what he is worth now? For example, if he was purchased for $1000 and is now worth $2000 (perhaps because he became stronger, or the price of slaves went up), and he has served half his time, do we pay $500 (half of $1000) or $1000 (half of $2000).  The same question arises if his value has gone down, to let's say $500, perhaps because he's not well or there's a glut on the slave market.

The Gemmorah concludes that we do whatever makes it easier to redeem the Jewish slave.  If his value has gone up, we use the original purchase price, and if his value has gone down, we use the value that he is worth now.  But, asks the Gemmorah, why should we be easy on the slave, perhaps we should be strict according to what Rabbi Yossie said in the name of Rabbi Channinah. And that is: perhaps we assume the slave is being punished by Hashem, like the person who buys and sells Shmittah produce. We see in Leviticus 25 that such a person is punished in several stages. First he has to sell his moveable possessions, then he has to sell his land and house, and eventually he has to sell himself as a slave to a non-Jew.  The final and lowest rung he descends to is that he is sold to the temples of idol worship, and Rashi says he cuts their wood and fetches their water.  So, the Gemmorah asks, why should we make this slave's redemption easier, perhaps we should make it harder, seeing how Hashem has pushed him to lower and lower levels.

The Gemmorah gives an answer from the Yeshiva of Rebbe Yishmael. They said, do we recoil from the fact that this Jew is now defiled from working in the temples of idol worship.  No! We don't throw a stone on someone who has fallen.  The reason is that Leviticus 25 concludes the description of the downward slide of punishments with the sentence, 'There will be a redemption for him, one of his brothers will redeem him (echad me'achiv yigalenu).'  This shows that, now that the Jew has fallen to the lowest level, he's been punished enough and Hashem wants his fellow Jews to redeem him, and that is why we make it easier to redeem him.

If we look at the Tochachah, the 'chastisements', in Leviticus and in Deuteronomy, we see there that the Jewish people would suffer the same kind of progressive degradations as a result of sinning, somewhat similar to that of the individual Jew as mentioned above.  The difference is that the downward slide of degradations occurs on a national scale, not only to just one individual.  But the rungs on the ladder have a striking similarity: first people have economic difficulties, then they lose their houses and land, and they end up in the lands of the diaspora, dependent on the non-Jews for their survival.

The final stage of degradation for the individual Jew was working in the temples of idol worship.  Then perhaps we, as a Jewish nation, are in the final stages of the Tochacha, because today the great majority of Jews are not only non-religious, but they are working in the very institutions that produce the atmosphere of Tumah that we are surrounded by daily.

So what should our attitude be to these Jews?  Should we say we are to keep as far away as possible from them because they have been defiled by the temples of idol worhship that they live and work in.  No, says the Gemmorah!  We are not to throw a stone on those who have fallen.  'There will be a redemption for him, ONE OF THEIR BROTHERS WILL REDEEM HIM.'

We are called upon to not ignore the plight of our fellow Jew, no matter what state of Tumah he has descended to, because we are his brothers and we are obligated to redeem him spiritually from the terrible level he has sunk to.  ONE OF HIS BROTHERS WILL REDEEM HIM.

And lest you say this only refers to Moshiach, and we are not obligated to do anything until the ultimate redemption, that is a very different kind of redemption.  If we don't act, then the slave will be redeemed by the Jubilee year when the trumpets of redemption call out.  That can be compared to the time of Moshiach, when trumpets of redemption will also ring out.

But before the Jubilee year, when there are no trumpets yet, there is the obligation to redeem the Jew enslaved to the non-Jew. Likewise today, ONE OF HIS BROTHERS WILL REDEEM HIM.  This must take place "one-on-one", Jew to Jew.  Each of us has to sit down with a fellow Jew, and begin the process of spiritual redemption by learning Pirkei Avos, and other works, with him.  We can't stay away from him, saying that he's Tomay.  ONE OF HIS BROTHERS WILL REDEEM HIM.

__________________________________________________________________

BECHUKOSAI - HISTORY

May 19, 1994 

"And if you will not yet for these things hearken to Me, then I will chastise you seven times more for your sins.  And I will break the pride of your power." Leviticus 26:18

Certainly the Jewish People can be proud of their accomplishments during their long history.  Being the standard bearer for God, religion, and ethics has resulted in their spreading a great deal of light in a world that so often veers towards barbarism..  

But at the same time we have experienced an enormous amount of suffering.  Starting with the 210 years of bitter slavery in Egypt, there has been a stream of painful experiences and destructions.  The 10 tribes of Israel were pushed into oblivion by the Assyrians,  the Temples were destroyed by the Babylonians and Romans, and European Jewish history has been puncutated by the Inquistion, countless pogroms, and the Holocaust.  

The religious Jew believes that the Jewish people have a covenant with an all powerful God.  Then why has Jewish history been so painful?  

We understand that this is a variation of the question that Moses asked God, why do the reighteous suffer?  And we don't expect to come up with any satisfactory answer to this difficult question.  But we want to shed some light on some aspects of the question.

First, in addition to God having a covenant with the Jewish People, God also has a covenant with Mankind as a whole, that could be called a 'covenant of free-will'. God in His infinite wisdom has given people free will, allowing people to choose between good and bad.  Rabbi Chaim Luzzatto in 'The Way of God' suggests that one reason for this is that we are then rewarded or punished according to the path we choose.  If people didn't have the choice to be good or bad, we would be little more than robots.  Apparantly God wanted to create a heartier, more full bodied human being, who has freedom to choose his actions.  

As a result, people have the option to choose to do bad things, even to be evil, and can cause pain to others.  God, as He abides by the terms of the 'covenant of free-will', lets people be bad.  And that has resulted in a great deal of suffering on the part of innocent victims.  Hitler killed 25 million people and Stalin killed 50 million people.  That's a lot of suffering at the hands of extremely bad people.  But the alternative is that people would not have freedom, and the implication is that that would be worse. 

But since the Jews have a covenant with God, why hasn't He shielded the Jews from the bad people? The Tochacha (chastisements) in the Bible suggests that the amount of protection we receive from God is variable, from a great deal to less, depending on how well we are fulfilling our part of the covenant.  If we generate a lot of 'zchus' (merit), God protects us a lot.  And it's a sliding scale from there.  The fact that the Jewish people still exist is evidence that we have warranted, and received, a measure of protection.

The Tochacha hints at another possible reason for the suffering in Jewish history. Towards the beginning of the Tochacha in Leviticus, God says He will try to break the 'goan uzecha', the 'pride of your power'.  The word 'goan' has the same root as the word 'gaiva', arrogance.  Towards the end of the Tochacha, God says that He will try to remove the 'oral', the uncircumcised layer, that surrounds our heart, and humble us.  Why is God so intent on using suffering to break our arrogance, humbling us, and burning away the shield around a proud heart?

One possible reason is that our covenant with God mandates that we be the bearers of Torah and truth, a kingdom of Priests.  And Torah cannot be borne, accepted, and understood by people who are arrogant.  Only humble people find room in their hearts for the truths of Torah.  Perhaps a reason we had to begin our nationhood in the iron-furnace of Egyptian slavery was to burn away arrogance and leave us humble enough for the Torah when it was given at Sinai.  

We are in the final stages of Jewish history, and people can sense we are in the footsteps of redemption.  But the Gemorah doesn't speak of the period leading up to the redemption as being peaceful.  The Gemorah in Sotah (49b) says that during the footsteps of the Moshiach, the people who live on the borders of Israel (the 'anshay gvul') will go from city to city looking for help and no one will help them.  It also says the 'Gablon' (usually interpreted to mean the 'Golan', will become desolate. These events sound only too familiar.  But why can't the redemption come peacefully? 

Perhaps one reason is that our hearts must be open to receive the ultimate truth, the truth presented by Moshiach.  And if our hearts are protected by a shield of arrogance, God must provide experiences that will burn away the shield, dispel the arrogance, and fill our heart with humility so we can receive and shine with the truth of Torah and Moshiach.  

We could try to dispel any arrogance on our own, so God doesn't have to assist us with humbling experiences. That would be a far more pleasant experience.  But however it happens, we can look forward to having hearts clean of arrogance and filled with humility so we can welcome the redemption that we have been anticipating for so long.

________________________________________________________________________

SHAVUOUS - THE 2 LOAVES OF SHAVUOUS

 March 18, 1993 

Shavuous commemorates the receiving of the Torah at Mt. Sinai.  This was commemorated in the Mishkan and the Temple by offering an unusual sacrifice: the Kohanim would eat: two loaves of bread.  These two loaves are practically the only grain offering that MUST be made of chomitz (the other is a thanksgiving offering).  All other grain offerings must be made of Matzah. 

The question is: what do these two loaves represent, and why must they be made of Chomitz.  And isn't it strange that we have an offering of Chomitz only 6 weeks after the end of Pesah, where anyone who eats chomitz is liable for Korase, being cut off?  If, as we say on Pesach, chomitz is symbolic of the evil inclination, and we declare that we want to have nothing to do with the Yetzer Hara by ridding our houses of chomitz, why just a few weeks later do we offer two loaves that MUST be made of chomitz? 

When we look at the two loaves and think of what happened during the receiving of the Torah, the symbolism becomes clear. Moses received the two Luchos, the two tablets, from Hashem.  And to commemorate that we offer two loaves of bread.  It seems a viable hypothesis that the two loaves represent the two Luchos.  To butress this hypothesis, Luchos and Lechem both begin with the same two letters, Lamed and Ches, Loch.  The meaning of the word Loch is wet, or liquid. 

What do Luchos and Lechem have to do with liquid.  The Torah is often compared to water.  And Lechem is made by adding water to dough.  In fact, it's the water that makes the yeast rise and turns the dough into chomitz. 

But what's going on here?  Are we suggesting that the two loaves of bread that must be chomitz is comparable to the Torah?  And that they are both compared to liquid (loch) that is the source of the chomitz in the first place.  How could the Torah be compared to bread that is chomitz when we stress just a few weeks earlier on Pesach how we are to be separated from chomitz because it's compared to the evil inclination. 

Upon examination, the analogy between chomitz and the yetzer hara breaks down, because the rest of the year, not only do we eat chomitz, but it's the centerpiece of our Shabbos and Yom Tov meals, it's the center of our Shabbos avodah, so to speak. 

Then why is chomitz compared to the yetzer hara on Pesach only, while the rest of the year it isn't, and why on Shavuous do we offer two loaves of chomitz that is even compararable to the the Torah itself?  Certainly chomitz seems to be serving as contradictory symbols. 

The answer is in the word Loch, liquid.  Liquid is compared to both the Torah and to taiva, desire, because it represents the life force, the Yetzer, that can be used for both good and bad.  The Gemmorah in Yuma tells how the Rabbis, after rebuilding the second Temple wanted to avoid a repetition of the events that led to the destruction of the first Temple.  So they destroyed the evil inclination.  But they found that chickens didn't even lay eggs.  All desire was gone from the world.  They realized that a world without desire is empty and dysfunctional.  The goal can't be to destroy desire, but to channel it.  Water represents this desire because it flows into all places unless channeled.  Torah is also represented by Torah because Torah emcompasses all of the forces in the world, the energy that keeps the world alive. 

Liquid represents the force of energy, whether it is in the Torah, or in the liquid that helps make the dough rise and become chomitz.  That is why the root of Luchos and Lechem is 'liquid'. 

Then why is it that we must totally separate ourselves from chomitz on Pesach?  The answer is simply is that on Pesach we have just gained our freedom after centuries of slavery.  And there is a tremendous tendency of a newly freed slave to run amok with his new found freedom.  We are free.  But we must recognize the extreme dangers of freedom, of following our desires to dangerous places, of 'following our eyes and hearts after they are wont to stray' as the Shema says.  So on Pesach we must distance ourselves from the power of spontaneous desire, and stress making our lives completely ordered.  Pesach night we have a Seder, meaning 'order'.  One of the meanings of Pesach is the danger of our newly found freedom if we follow the liquid where it flows.  We actually achieved our new freedom by crossing over DRY land through the Red Sea.  We must keep ourselves dry on Pesach, dry from the temptations of desire. 

But seven weeks later, we receive the solution to the problem of freedom.  We receive the Torah.  The Torah contains the set of rules that permits us to live normal lives, complete with desire that is channeled by the rules outlined in the Torah.  The evil inclication is desire that is not channeled by the Torah.  But desire that is channeled by the Torah is called the Yetzer Tov, the 'good inclination' 

On Pesach we can't risk getting involved with the Yetzer at all, so we separate ourselves, from the powers of desire, the Yetzer, as represented by chomitz, and our focus is on seder.  But when we receive the Torah, and we have the rules to channel the Yetzer, we can live a full-bodied life again, full of desire and energy that is well channeled. 

And that is why the two loaves MUST be chomitz, and why it represents the two luchos of the Torah.  Now that we received the Torah, it is not good to live in a cave like a monk.  We must live in the world, raise families, conduct business, and improve the world.  We must be involved with the world with zest and energy, with Yetzer.  But it is a zest that is governed by the rules of Torah.  It is not dry matzah, but delicious full-bodied bread, full of life.  Life that we can now afford to have because we now have the rules of Torah. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

KORACH - WEEDS

 May 3, 1993 

"Depart, I pray you, from the tents of these wicked men, and touch nothing of theirs, lest you be swept away in all their sins."   Numbers 16:26

In early May outside of the city, you'll notice that lawns everywhere are sprinkled with very pretty yellow Dandelions.  To the unitiated eye, they look like little yellow flowers that beautify the landscape.  But as anyone with a lawn can tell you, dandelions are the most intractible weed there is, the infamous crab grass that spreads like wildfire through a lawn, and if not controlled will completely take it over and destroy the lawn.  After a week or so of its pretty yellow 'flower', it turns into a ball of white gossamer seeds that the wind blows all over the lawn to spread the weed in all directions and wreak havoc.  The name Dandelion comes from the French words 'Dent de lion', Lion's teeth.  Dent in French means 'teeth', like in the word 'dentist'.  The implication is that they are as hard to remove as if you were trying to remove a tooth from the mouth of a lion - that is, not very easily. 

But even though they spread so easily and eat up the lawn fairly quickly, they can be controlled if one tries.  Their roots are fairly shallow, and if sprayed with weed killer they die fairly easily.  Unlike a real flowering bush whose roots go deep and has a real permanence, these weeds are very susceptible to weed killer.  I have spread powdered weed killer over my lawn and seen the Dandelions shrivel up overnight. 

The Dandelion is a very good analogy to the Yetzer Hara, the evil inclination. 

At first glance, it looks very attractive.  The untrained eye can mistake it for something that is actually very nice.  Just as the dandelion looks like a pretty yellow flower, the Yetzer Hara tempts us with things that look on the surface very attractive.  But in reality it is not pretty, it is just a 'front' for something pernicious that, if unchecked, will destroy what you really want.  If unchecked, it can spread very quickly.  After its 'pretty' stage, the Yetzer Hara turns overnight into another form that spreads fast, just like the Dandelion changes into the puff-ball of seeds that spreads in all directions. 

But if you are attentive to the dangers of the Yetzer Hara, you can control it.  If you examine and uproot it,  and put 'weed killer' on the temptations of the Yetzer Hara, its roots are not that deep and can be controlled. 

But it is hard to eliminate the Dandelions completely from a lawn.  Even after applications of weed killer eliminate most of the dandelions, there always seem to be a few corners that have escaped destruction, and will spread again if not watched carefully.  Likewise, even the greatest vigilance against the Yetzer Hara cannot destroy it completely.  There are small pockets of our psyche where it maintains a foothold, and therefore we must be ever vigilant to watch out for it and destroy it, and not be fooled by its pretty flowers. 

Another lesson is that it's not enough for us to just root out the Dandelions on our own lawn, and not enough to control the Yetzer Hara just within ourselves.  If we have a neighbor who doesn't control their Dandelions, then its seeds fly onto our lawn to take root.  Therefore we have to either convince our neighbors to control their Dandelions, or we must live in a neighborhood where people are likeminded and control their weeds.  Neighbors with fields of pretty yellow dandelions are like the infamous 'shochain ra', the bad neighbor, that can influence us even though we are careful about our own lawn.  Lot was in error when he lived in Sodom, thinking he could be good in such a bad environment.  In a city of idol worshippers, the good people are killed along with the bad, perhaps because they should have known better than to live in an evil city.  Because if we are surrounded by fields of dandelions, it is virtually impossible that their seeds don't fly onto our lawns and take root. 

Therfore, there are many lessons we can learn from these weeds: 

 1. Don't be fooled by the prettiness presented by the Yetzer Hara. 

 2. The roots of the Yetzer Hara are shallow and can be controlled. 

 3. If not controlled, the Yetzer Hara spreads like wildfire and destroys all that is good. 

 4. Live in a neighborhood where people also control their Yetzer Hara. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

CHUKKAS - GHETTO

December 1, 1993 

"This is the law: when a man dies in a tent, every one that comes into the tent, and every thing that is in the tent, shall be unclean seven days.  And every open vesasel, which has no covering close-bound upon it, ils unclean." Numbers 19:14

 The name 'ghetto' is Italian for 'iron works', and refers to the section of the city in Rome that housed both the iron works and the Jewish community in Rome during the Middle Ages.  It carries overtones that the Jewish community kept separate from the rest of the city and culture.  The name 'ghetto', in fact, has come to refer to a tendency for Jews throughout Jewish history to remain in their own community, not mixing with the general population and culture.  

There is an interesting Jewish law regarding 'tumah and tahara', ritual impurity and purity, that might possibly have induced Jews to live in 'ghetto's, aside from the other obvious benefit of reducing assimilation.

Jewish law contains both laws that make logical sense, called 'mishpatim', and laws that seem beyond our understanding, called 'chukim'.  The laws of tumah and tahara are mostly 'chukim', and seem somewhat mysterious.

The highest form of tumah, or ritual impurity, is called an 'avi avos ha tumah', literally a father of a father of tumah.  The arch example of an 'av ha tumah' is a Jewish person who has died.  If a Jew touches an 'avi avos ha tumah', he becomes 'tomay', and can only become 'tahor' (ritually clean) by going to a 'mikveh', a ritual bath. To become tahor also requires being sprinkled by water containing the ashes of the 'red heifer', found only in the times of our Holy Temple.  

Not only does touching an 'avi avos ha tumah' make a person 'tomay', but even being in the same house with an 'avi avos ha tumeh' makes a person tomay.  Even if the dead body is in a totally insulated box, the tumah escapes the box and fills the house making everything in the building tomay.  

However, anything in the house that is WITHIN an insulated box is protected from the tumeh.  A dead body fills a house with tumeh, but cannot penetrate an insulated box in the house. If a person, God forbid, was in a house with a dying person, he could climb into a box before the other person died, and be protected from the tumeh.  In short, a source of tumah is not contained by a box, but anything in the house within a box is protected and remains tahor, pure.

The religious mind often regards the non-relgious society as being a source of tumah in the metaphorical sense. The general culture with its violence, promiscuity, and focus on hedonism is regarded as something to protect one's family and community from.  But according to the above law of tumah, if the culture we live in is regarded as a 'house', even it has only ONE source of tumah and a sealed box is placed around the tumah, the tumah would escape and fill the culture.  

However, if a community within the culture would put ITSELF in a box, then it would be protected from the tumah.  Even if the general culture was filled with many sources of tumah, a community remaining inside its own box would protect it and keep it pure.  

This law could be related to the attitudes that contributed to the tendency of Jews to live in a ghetto.  Isolating the source of tumah in a society and putting a box around it does not protect us from being defiled by it.  If there is a source of tumeh, it will escape and defile us, even if we enclose it and seal it off.  However, if we can build a wall around our community, and seal OURSELVES off, then even if the culture around us is filled with all kinds of tumah, we would remain clean and untouched by it.

Ironically, however, there could be a situation where living in such a 'ghetto' would have just the opposite of its intended effect.  Even if the general society is filled with tumah, perhaps it is not regarded as a house, and then the tumah would escape into the air and only affect things that come in direct contact with it. But a Jewish community that encloses itself in order to protect itself would in effect be creating its own enclosed house.  Then, if there was even a single source of tumah in the ghetto, then everything within the ghetto would become tomay.  

If the general society is not regarded as a house, then the Jews are not affected by the tumah around them as long as they don't come into direct contact with it.  However if they build a house around themselves to protect themselves from the tumah around them, they then become much more vulnerable to any tumah within their ghetto. Any source of tumah inside the ghetto affects everything within the ghetto, requiring greater vigilance against tumah than before the ghetto was built.   

___________________________________________________________________ 

SHELACH LECHA - SUPERSTRINGS 

 May 20, 1992 

"Speak to the children of Israel, and bid them that they make them throughout their generations fringes in the corners of their garments, and that they put with the fringe of each corner a thread of blue.  And it shall be unto you a fringe, that you may look upon it, and remember all the commandments of the Lord, and do them;  and that you go not about after your own heart and your own eyes, after which you use to go astray; that you may remember and do all My commandments, and be holy unto your G-d."  Numbers 35:37

The third paragraph of the Shema contains the section from theChumash that talks about tzitzis (Numbers 15:37).  It says we should make tzitzis and 'see it and remember all the commandments of Hashem and perform them'.

The question can be raised as to what about the tzitzis encourages us to remember the commandments of Hashem?  The Gemorrah in Menachos (48?) suggests that the blue in the tzitzis reminds of us Heaven.  And Rashi there adds that the number of knots adds up to the number of commandments.  We want to suggest that it is possible that there is additional symbolism going on with relation to tzitzis.

In the morning prayers, the paragraph before the Shema asks Hashem to bring us back from the 'arba konfos haaretz', the four corners of the world.  This language bears a striking similarity to the four cornered garment that the tzitzis is attached to, the 'arba konfos'.  Perhaps the Shema is saying that the four cornered garment that we clothe ourselves to protect our body represents the physical gashmius world, just like the four corners of the world.  But, reminds the Shema, that is not all that the world consists of.  There is also a spiritual dimension to this world, that may not be as visible to the untrained eye, but is as real nevertheless.  This spiritual dimension, while not being at the center of our vision when we deal with the physical world, in a sense 'flies' out of the corners of the physical world, at its perifery so-to-speak, just like the strings of the tzitzis fly off the corners of the arba confos, the four cornered garment. 

Then when we look at the tzitzis, we are to remember that the world we live in is not all physical, but has an extremely important spiritual dimension that we should keep in our eyes and hearts at all times.  Mindful of this spiritual dimension, we will remember the commandments of Hashem.  That would be why, when looking at the tzitzis, we would think of Hashem and His commandments, as the Shema suggests. 

This suggestion of the importance of the spiritual dimension of the world in addition to the physical dimensions, echoes the other two paragraphs of the the Shema.  The first paragraph says we should love Hashem with all our heart, soul, and 'meodecha' (translated might, strength, or resources).  And specifically, as the next few sentences elaborate, we should think of this spiritual connection to Hashem when we are involved with our physical tasks of the day, such as lying down, getting up, walking around, and when involved with tasks involving our houses and cities and the work of our arms. 

The second paragraph of the Shema brings the point home even further by saying that if you are only involved with the physical, and forget the spiritual aspect of life, then Hashem will destroy our physical livelihood by withholding rain and driving us from the land.  Be ever cognizant, Hashem tells us, that our physical well being depends on our paying attention to the importance of the spiritual dimension of the world. 

In this light, it is very interesting to describe a revolution that is now occurring in theoretical physics.  In the 1920's Neils Bohr formulated the atomic model, with electrons spinning around a nucleus composed of protons and neutrons.  It was felt that the atom was the building block of the universe.  As time went on, however, hundreds of smaller particles were found, forming a veritable zoo of particles such as positrons, mu-mesons, borons, and on and on.  Cyclotrons have the power of smashing atoms together with such tremendous force that part of their mass actually temporarily converts into energy.  When, a few billionths of a second later, the energy coalesces back into matter, it forms all kinds of sub-atomic particles.  By the late 1970's, theoretical physics was in a quandary, trying to make order of this plethora of particles.  There seemed to be no rhyme or reason as to why there were so many particles, and it was difficult to understand how to categorize them. 

In 1985, Jonathan Schwartz from the California Institute of Technology and Michael Green from the University of London jointly came out with a theory that explained everything.  It took the world of theoretical physics by storm, and has been tentatively accepted by a large portion of the community of physicists.  The theory is quite amazing. 

They suggest that the fundamental building block of the universe is much, much smaller than the atom, or even the electron.  It is a tiny STRING that is 10 to the minus 33 centimeters long.  To imagine how small that is, if we were to reduce ourselves down the size of the atom, we would have to reduce ourselves that much further again to reach the size of the string.  Schwartz and Green called their strings SUPERSTRINGS.  The world as we know it is made up of these strings combining and separating in all kinds of ways. 

The most remarkable aspect of these superstrings was that the mathematics say that they each are composed of 10 dimensions.  In the first instant of the universe, 6 of the dimensions 'curled up' and became non-physical, leaving the four physical dimensions of the world that we know, namely length, height, width, and time. 

The mathematics in their two volume work published in 1987 shows why these superstrings have ten dimensions, 4 physical and 6 non-physical.  But few theoretical physicists have yet ventured to suggest what these 6 non-physical dimensions are.  They are non-plussed, to say the least, to relate these 6 non-physical dimensions to the world that we see and feel. 

Now let's get back to the tzitzis and the Shema.  The talis, as we have mentioned, consists of a four cornered garment representing the physical world, such as the four corners of the earth, and the four corners of the garment that we clothe our body in.  Out of the corners we attach STRINGS that are to remind us of the non-physical world, the spiritual world.  How many strings are attached to each corner? There are actually four that are doubled over to form 8 strings. 

Eight strings! If, by some chance, we would want a grand unification theory between Chumash and theoretical physics, then perhaps Schwartz and Green made a mistake in their mathematics and superstrings really have 8 non-physical dimensions. 

This anomaly is quite simply solved when we remember that 2 of thes trings are colored blue with tchelis to remind us of Shemayim.  That leaves us with 6 strings, and the grand unification between Chumash and theoretical physics can proceed. 

Let us first state the obvious.  Schwartz and Green's superstrings are STRINGS, just like our tzitzis are strings.  And even more important, both the tzitzis and superstring theory suggest that there are 6 non-physical dimensions to the world we live in, in addition to the more familiar 4 dimensions.  In fact, a talis with its tzitzis is an extremely good representation of superstring theory.  (Perhaps physicists will scratch their heads in amazement and wonder how the Jews knew about superstring theory so long ago.)

Interestingly enough, we can find other similar 'models' in the Chumash suggesting that there are 4 physical dimensions and 6 spiritual dimensions, anticipating superstring therory.  In the Haichel, the inner sanctum of Temple, there were two objects on either side of the golden altar.  There was the Shulchan (table) that had placed on it every erev Shabbos the 12 loaves of bread.  The Gemorrah in Menachos says that this table was lifted up to the Jewish population to show Hashem's blessing of physical plenty to us, represented by the fact that the bread stayed fresh all week long.  The table, with its four corners, represented the physical world, the 'arba confos haaretz'.  On the other side of the Haichel stood the Menorah, with its 6 curved arms reaching to Heaven.  The Medresh says that the Menorah was so other worldly and spiritual, that Moses had to be brought to Heaven to understand how it was made, and even then it had to drop directly from Heaven.  The 6 arms (that curve like strings) represent the 6 spiritual dimensions.

Even a Succah can be seen as a similar model.  We eat our meals within the four walls of the Succah, again a rectangle representing the four physical dimensions.  And from within the Succah we look up and see the Schach, string like objects such as sticks that is to remind us of the spiritual aspect of the world.

For another model contrasting the physical and spiritual, there is the field where we harvest the grain that we eat for our physical nourishment, and the 'peyah', the 'strings' of grain left in its corners representing our spiritual obligations to God and our fellow man.  Similarly, there are the 'strings' of hair left in the corners of our face that represent and remind us of God's commandments that we are to obey.  Just like with the talis and tzitzis, here we also have strings representing the spiritual dimensions of life 'flying out' of the corners of something physical.

A questions that naturally arises, then, is what are these 6 spiritual dimensions?  We know that the mystics talk about the 10 spheros, again remarkably similar to the 10 dimensions of the superstrings.  We can only surmise that in these 6 non-physical dimensions resides all the non-physical aspects of life that scientists have heretofore either scoffed at or found difficult to explain, such as nefesh, neshama, kedusha, love, feelings, and consciousness. 

One can imagine with amusement the prospect of physicists visiting Jewish mystics asking them about the 6 non-physical dimensions of the world.  Perhaps with superstring theory, Hashem is showing signs of being ready to reveal Himself more so that it will become easier for the scientist to become religious, so that all Jews, and subsequently all mankind, will worship Hashem with one heart. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

VAYISCHANAN - THE THREE AREAS OF HUMAN ACTIVITY

 August 2, 1993 

"You shall love Hashem, your G-d, with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your might."  Deuteronomy 6:5

Just before the evening prayers at the start of Shabbos, we read a section from Mishnah Shabbos having to do with the requirements of lighting the Shabbos candles.  In that section, we read that women can have problems in childbirth for three things: for not being careful in the areas of niddah (marital relations), setting aside a ritual portion of dough while baking bread, and in lighting the Shabbos lamp. 

Why are these three areas mentioned, among all the areas of hallachah that women are involved in?  Perhaps it is because they represent the three area of human activity that all people are involved in.  One may define these areas as social, economic, and spiritual.  Niddah represents the social area, including our relationships with other people.  Making bread represents the economic realm, involving those activities we engage in to make money to satisfy our needs for food,clothing, and shelter.  And the Shabbos lamp represents our spiritual activities, such as our relationship with Hashem. 

It is important that we be careful in all three of these spheres. 

The Mishnah then goes on to say that a man must be mindful of three things in his house on Erev Shabbos: that the food has had its required ritual separations to be ready to eat, that the 'eruv' is ready to allow carrying between houses, and that the Shabbos lamp is lit.  Again we see the same three areas delineated.  The food represents the economic area, the eruv signifies the social area (enabling people to socialize easily on Shabbos), and the Shabbos lamp again represents the Spiritual realm of life. 

We see this focus on being careful in the three areas of life in other places also. 

The Gemmorah in Yuma says that the first Temple was destroyed for three sins: sexual immorality, spilling of blood, and idol worship. The sexual immorality represented a breakdown in the social, interpersonal realm that the holy institution of family is meant to sanctify.  The spilling of blood is the result of war and competition over money and other physical things.  The root of the word 'melchama' (war) is 'lechem' (bread) because people usually fight to expand and improve their economic well-being.  And idol worship is obviously a breakdown in people's spiritual health, and represents a deterioration in their relationship with Hashem. 

In fact, it is these three cardinal sins that we must give up our lives rather than transgress.  A person is allowed to do other sins if their life is at stake, but not sexual immorality, killing, and idol worship. 

We can also see these three areas discussed in the Shema. The first paragraph of the Shema states that we must love Hashem with all our heart (lave), our soul (nefesh),and might (meodecha). It then goes on to elaborate what these three terms represent. The next sentence says 'And these words which I command you today shall be in your heart'.  This is our relationship with Hashem, just as prayer is called the activity of our heart. This is our spiritual activity. 

Then the Shema elaborates on the word nefesh. 'You shall teach them diligently to your children, and you shall speak of them when you are sitting at home and when you go on a journey.' This is the social aspect of life, our relationships with people. The experience of having a living nefesh is something we have in common with others as we journey with family and friends through life. 

And then the Shema describes what it means by the word 'meodecha': "You shall bind them for a sign on your hand, and they shall be for frontlets between your eyes. You shall inscribe them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates." This represents our activies in economic society with the work of our hands, as we build houses and cities, and trade and work. 

These three areas in fact form three concentric circles.  At the center is our spiritual life, represented by our heart, and involves a private, quiet, relationship with Hashem.  The next wider circle is our social relationships with family and friends.  And the outermost circle of our lives is how we work for a living, and are involved with society at large. The Shema is saying that in all three spheres, we must dedicate ourselves to doing Hashem's will and showing our love and dedication to Hashem's commandments. 

The second paragraph of the Shema is like a miniature 'tochacha' (admonishment), saying what will happen if we don't dedicate ourselves to Hashem in these three areas of life.  It says Hashem will withhold rain, and as a result life will not be able to going on as it was. 

Why rain?  Perhaps it is a form of 'mida canneged mida', measure for measure. This will happen only if we misuse the liquids that we have control over in our three aspects of life.  We have only to remember why the first Temple was destroyed. Sexual immorality is the abuse of liquids in the social area. Spilling of blood speaks for itself. And one of the key elements in idol worship is called 'nesachim', the spilling of wine or water at the foot of the idol.  So Hashem is saying 'If you misuse and abuse the liquids in the three spheres of your life, I will withhold the liquid I provide to you for life, namely rain.' 

So we see in many places that we are encouraged to dedicate ourselves to the principles of Torah in all three areas of our lives: spiritual, social, and economic. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

EIKEV - MIND AND BODY

 January 7, 1994

"Place these words of Mine upon your heart and upon your soul; bind them for a sign upon your arm and let them be tefillin between your eyes". Deuteronomy 11:18

The Gemmora in Nedarim says that a person who speaks between putting on the tfillin for the arm and the tfillin for the head causes the battle and war to be lost.  Two questions that can be asked on this are: what is the significance (and the sin) of speaking between putting on the two tfillins, and why does that adversely affect battles and wars?

Our arm represents our physical strength, the power we have to build cities and protect ourselves from physical attacks of enemies.  Our mind represents the non-physical powers of wisdom and spirit, that has the power to understand the world and maintain relationships with God and other people.  Perhaps part of the meaning of tfillin is to dedicate both of these sources of power to goals that are holy and good, to the acts that God would be proud of us doing.  

The significance of not talking in between putting on the two tfillins is that really these two powers are one power, the goals of both must be unified, they must form one kedushah not two.  Even though our physical strength can feel like a palamino horse pulsing with energy and desire to do, build, and accomplish - and our mental/spiritual strength can feel more intangile and etherial, we cannot lead a life that lets these powers remain separate.  They must be merged and coordinated into one unified strength, dedicated towards one unified goal, to serve God and to do what is right in His eyes.  

Speaking between putting on the two tfillins symbolizes letting the body and mind remain separate, allowing each power be independent.  

What does this have to do with battles and war?  On a national level, every nation strives to have wise and spiritual people who attempt to plumb the depths of reality, and have physically strong people who serve in the army and construct the cities.  When we go out to do battle against our enemies, it is essential that these two groups of people are of one mind and one purpose.  If the two groups are separate and not unified in the mission, then our powers and the validity of our efforts will be severelly diminished.  A nation must have its army be guided by its wise men, and a nation's wise men must be involved with the goals and actions of its army.  

And this applies even on the level of the individual soldier.  Each soldier must have his physical and mental/spiritual powers be integrated and unified towards a common goal.  To disregard this caveat is to weaken our powers and the legitimacy of our actions, and to lead to losses in battles and war.  

This was one aspect of the glory of King David.  Both his physical and spiritual power was unmatched and unified.

So when we put on our tfillin on our arm and head, let them remind us of the necessity of merging all our physical, mental, and spiritual powers into one power and one kedushah.    

________________________________________________________________________

RE'EH - EXECUTION

February 17, 1994

"You shall kill of your herd and of your flock, which the Lord has given you, as I have comanded you."  Deuteronomy 12:21

Action has two components.  First, we must weigh all our alternatives and decide what to do.  This requires investigation and contemplation.  Decisions that are more complex or more important generally deserve more time and effort than other decisions.  After the decision process comes the second step, and that is executing the decision.  The Gemorrah in Chulin gives us valuable advice on this second step, the execution of a decision..

Chulin deals with a different kind of execution, the slaughtering of animals in order to eat them.  Before one eats domestic animals, such as a cow or a sheep, it must be 'executed' in a very proscribed way, and if there are any deviations from this way, the animal has not been slaughtered correctly and becomes 'traif', or unkosher, and cannot be eaten by a Jew.

The Gemorrah specifically mentions five aspects of the 'scheetah', slaughtering, that must be rigorously observed.  This is obviously extremelly important for a 'schochate', or ritual slaughterer to know, or for a rabbi who checks his work.  But we can learn a great deal from understanding these things to be avoided, beause they apply to how we 'execute' our own decisions in business or our daily lives.  

Specificallly, the slaughterer must quickly and cleanly cut the majority of both the wind and food pipes in the animal's throat.  Here are the five aspects of 'execution' that are to be avoided, in slaughtering an animal or in executing our own decisions:

HESITATION - The slaughterer has do the action quickly without hesitation.  If he cuts one of pipes and then hesitates before cutting the other pipe, the action is invalid and the animal becomes 'traif'.  Likewise, when we execute a decision, we must do it quickly and decisively, without hesitating midway through it.  Executing part of the decision, and then waiting to do the rest is a flaw that any businessman can tell you is injurious to getting things done.

INCOMPLETE - The slaughterer must cut the majority of both the wind and food pipes.  If he only cuts one, or the major part of either one is not cut, the slaughtering is invalid.  Similarly, when we execute a decision, we must do it completely, and not just halfway.  If we've decided on the correctness of a certain action, we must carry out our whole decision.  A part we leave out could be essentail to the whole action.

RIPPING - The slaughterer's knife must be sharp and smooth without any nicks, because the pipes must be sliced cleanly without any ripping.. This is why the slaughterer routinesly runs his finger over the knife checking for nicks.  We also use tools in executing decisions, and must make sure they are in top shape and won't prevent us from executing the decision cleanly and smoothly. 

PRESSING - If the slaughterer just presses hard on the pipes until they are cut, the slaughtering also in invalid.  The pipes must be 'sliced' with one steady sweeping motion, not a slow, pressing motion.  We learn from this that being decisive means more than just slowly pushing to get the action done.  We must act quickly in a sweeping move.

HIDING - The slaughterer's knife must be visible from the beginning of the slaughtering process, and can't be hidden, let's say, in the folds or wool of the animal.  The wielding of the knife must be plain to see, and not come from a place hidden close to the animal.  We learn from this the important principle that all our actions, in implementing a decision; must be above board and not sneaky.  Our tools for carrying out our plans in business or daily life should be plain to see and not used in a surrupticious manner.

Anyone experienced in executing decisions will tell you these are crucial rules in doing whatever we do.  Of couse, we should weigh carefully our options, and take as much time in deciding the appropriate action as necessary.  But when we are ready to act, we should act quickly, completely, and decisively, using tools that are without defects and open to view.

_______________________________________________________________________

KI TAYTSAY -  NESUIN 

 June 22, 1993 

"When a man takes a new wife, he shall not go out in battle, neither shall he be charged with any business; he shall be free for his house one year, and shall cheer his wife whom he has taken."  Deuteronomy 23:5

The Gemorra in Mesechet Kedushin says that marriage involves two distinct steps.  The first part, called Kedushin or Erusin, is where the man does a kinyan issur, an aquisition of the right that excludes all other men from cohabiting with the woman.  She is now off-limits to other men.  If another man would cohabit with her at this point, both that man and the woman would be liable to the death penalty.  The man accomplishes Kedushin by giving the woman money, a document, or having relations with her ​and she has to be agreeable to this arrangement, there has to be a meeting of the minds.  The second stage of marriage is called Nesuin, and is where the man leads the woman into his house to begin the actual marriage - where he becomes obligated to fill her needs in terms of food, clothing, and relations.  This is also called 'chupa', because we often symbolize this stage by a woman coming under the man's canopy. 

The question arises as to what exactly is Nesuin?  Why is it symbolized by Chupah?  Is it a new aspect of aquisition?  What is going on in Nesuin? 

We can see that in a sense, during Nesuin the man is bringing the woman into his own reshus, his own domain. Possibly by understanding another act of transfer from one domain to another we can better understand Nesuin.  Another place in Hallacha where this happens is Hotzaah, carrying from a public domain to a private domain or vice versa, on Shabbos.  Such carrying is the 39th of the 39 'labors' of Shabbos.  It is not an easy melacha to understand, and is called by Tosfos a melacha 'gruah', a light melacha because it is not easy to understand the change made to the object, the 'work' being done, the creative activity. 

There are, however, several cases in Hallacha where an important distinction can be made between an object that is in a public or a private domain.  For example, if an object is lost and the former owner gives up hope of finding the object again (is meyayish), then if the object is in a public domain the object becomes 'hefker', ownerless, and any person can pick it up and aquire it. However if such an ownerless object happens to be in a private domain, the object is immediately aquired by the owner of that domain.  A similar example regards a convert that has no children.  A convert is considered a person with no antescedents, no parents, and no siblings, and if he dies with no children, all his possesions become ownerless.  If these are in a public domain, anyone can aquire them.  But if they are in a private domain, they instantly become aquired by the owner of that private domain. 

The reason for this seems clear.  A man's home is his castle, it is his 'reshus', and he has supervision over what goes on there.  This entails responsibilities and priveleges.  Reshus literally means 'permission', and if I'm in someones's private reshus, I have to ask his permission before using what is under his supervision.  An example of responsibility is that if someone slips in a hole in a private domain, the owner of that domain is responsible, even in English law, but if the hole was in a public domain, no individual is held responsible. 

Therefore, we can see there is a concept of Hashgacha - supervision, and Shmirah - watching, that goes hand in hand with the concept of a private domain.  An object in a private domain can never become hefker, it is always under someone's watchful eye, while an object in a public domain always runs the risk of becoming hefker, because there is no owner of the property who takes ultimate responsiblity. 

This helps us see what the melacha, the labor, of carrying entails.  The moving of an object from a public to a private domain or vice versa is to change the nature of supervision of the object, and such Hashgachah is a very important change in the status of the object.  In a metaphorical sense, the sin of the meraglim, the spies, was that they didn't feel Hashem's Hashgachah.  And then when they were punished and wanted to conquer the land of Israel to make ammends, Moshe said that the Hashgachah had been removed and again they didn't notice.  To be sensitive to the presence or absence of Hashgacha, supervision, is very important.  And to change the Hashgacha of an object by moving it from a public to a private domain or the other way around is a major change in the object's status, and that may be the essence of the labor of carrying on Shabbos.  That affects the object in a very real way. 

A correllary of such a change in domain is seen in Messechet Baba Metzia that involves a person buying wheat from another person where the wheat remains for the time being in the former owner's attic.  The former owner instantly becomes a Shomer Chinum, an uncompensated guard, simply because the purchased goods remains in his private domain.  The concern in that Gemorrah is what happens if there is a fire in that attic, because a Shomer Chinum is not responsible for events like fires, and we are afraid he will not try to save the wheat.  Therefore we say that that the purchase is really not complete until the wheat is transferred to the domain of the purchaser.  We see clearly that the kinyan, the aquirement of an object requires two stages: the purchase, and then the transfer of the object into the domain of the purchaser.  And the reason is that we want the purchase to be considered final only when the person who has supervision responsiblity of the object is the purchaser himself. 

It is interesting to note that the name Mishkan comes from the lower-most tapestry covering of the roof of the Mishkan.  Similarly, the name Succah comes from the word Schach that makes up the roof.  Therefore, the roof of these structures symbolizes that this is Hashem's house, Hashem's reshus, and that we should feel there his divine Hashgachah. 

It is also interesting to note that an object that represents Hashgacha for us and is at the intersection of a public and private domain is the Mezuzah. 

And now we may be able to return to the issue of Nesuin with a better understanding of what is going on in that process.  When a man makes Nesuin, his act is the statement that he is now willing to take over the supervision, the Hashgacha, for the woman, by bringing her into his private domain.  Now he is in charge of satisfying her needs. She is transferred either from her father's domain if she is under 12 and 1/2, or from her own domain.  Now when she is cold or hungry, it is the husband's responsiblity to take care of her because she is in his domain.  His bringing her into the Chupah is the act that brings her into his private domain.  With Kedushin he had made a kinyan in her, but only when he brings her into his domain and accepts the added responsibilites and supervision that involve a private domain is the marriage complete.  And this makes a great deal of sense, considering that only when a husband is ready to support a family should the marriage fully commence. 

These themes are beautifully summarized in the brocha we say after the Shema for Maariv in the evening.  It says: "Spread over us the shelter of your peace... Shield us...and in the shadow of Your wings shelter us - for G-d Who protects and rescues us are You. Safeguard our going and coming... Blessed are You, ...,Who protects His people Israel forever." 

The word for spread, 'porase', is the same word used by the Gemorra when referring to the husband spreading his chupah over the wife to make Nesuin. The shelter of the Almighty is called a Succah.  And the word 'shomer' appears twice in this brocha. 

It used to be that at night, the only place to be was a private domain, because no one was safe in the public area after dark.  So as night falls, we ask the Almighty to spread His protection over us.  Now we understand more clearly that to add or remove this element of shmira and protection from an object on Shabbos is to change its status enough to be called a melacha.  Likewise, Nesuin is when the husband is ready to be the protector, theshomer - financially, emotionally, and in all ways - for his wife, as symbolized by the the chupah, and the shmirah and protective aspects of a private domain that it represents. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

NETZAVIM - DECISIONS

 July 29, 1993 

"I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day, that I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse; therefore, choose life." Deuteronomy 30:19

The Gemorra in Taanis tells us about a time when it hadn't rained for a long time and all the crops were withering.  The people knew that without rain and crops, there would be widespread hunger and suffering.  For such terrible times, the Rabbis instituted a series of 13 fasts, where the Jewish people would bring the Sefer Torahs into the public square, and the religious leaders would exhort the populace to do Tschuva.  This time, all 13 fasts went by, and there was still no rain. The people assembled in Jerusalem to hear what they should do next.  The leader of the Jewish People got up in front of them, and said: 'We have fasted and prayed, but it has not been enough.  Go home. Apparently our prayers have not been answered.' The Gemmora says that the vision of a famine so scared the population that they let out a great cry of anguish.  Immediately, it rained. 

With their backs against the wall, backed into the corner, they were able to summon the kind of Tschuva that Hashem had required of them. 

On Yom Kippur, we are also called upon to do tschuva, to examine ourselves and make the kind of internal changes that make us into a better person.  To turn away from evil, and to turn towards good.  We fast and pray all day to put ourselves into the frame of mind to make difficult spiritual and psychological changes.  But we often find within us a resistance to change, just as the Jewish People in the story above had gone through 13 fasts without changing. 

What makes such change so difficult?  Certainly, we grow accustomed to ourselves being a certain way, and we coast in that way, and find it difficult to change our course and direction.  But why? 

An analogy can be made to being in a room with several doors.  Perhaps we are told that it's time to move to another room. But we are struck by the thought: "How do I know how life will be in that new room?  I know the room I am in.  I am familiar with all its pluses and minuses.  But this new, unfamiliar room?  I know next to nothing about it, only what I can see with a cursory glance." 

The most difficult aspect of this decision is knowing that if we enter the new room, WE will change and become a different person.  And most likely, when we cross the doorway, the door behind us will close and we will be in the new room for better or for worse. 

This is something people may feel when considering marriage.  Life after marriage is quite a bit different compared to life before marriage. Life has many such moments of truth, when we must decide what rooms to enter, and IF we should change our lives and enter those rooms. 

We have a conception of ourselves that is familiar to us.  As is true for all human beings, we are flawed and require change.  But changing means opening a door and moving to a new room, one we don't know - and we cannot know with certainty the effects the change will have on us.  Even with the greatest investigation, there is a great deal of guesswork in predicting what life in the new room will be like. 

Tschuva means opening the door,and bravely moving on, leaving behind our old self, even though we don't know exactly where our journey will take us. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

SUCCOS - SCHACH

October 7, 1996

This first night of Succos this year was quite warm, so I slept in the succah.  When I woke up, I looked up at the sunlight shining through the slats of the schach, forming a beautiful atlernating pattern of light and dark, light and dark.  Then I was struck with the idea that the succah is a symbol for the world the way it really is.  The four walls of the succah represents the four corners of the physical world, the 'tevah'.  The roof with its schach represents our relationship with Hashem, the way Hashem's 'hashpah', influence, comes down into this world.  

There are two ways of looking at this relationship with Hashem.  On one hand, the light shining down represents the direct love and caring that Hashem shows us with the countless miracles He bestows on us.  This alternates with the schach itself, that hides this direct munificence, symbolizing the times that Hashem 'hides' His presence from us, and is 'nistar', hidden.  These times of 'darkness' are also meant for our good, and might be when Hashem deems that we need time when we are more self-reliant and less 'dependent' on Him, just as when a parent lets go of a child's hand when the child is learning to walk.  Hashem knows that always giving us what we want may make us too dependent on Him, so He alternates His shining love with times of shadow.  The dark times may also be periods of chastisement and punishment, meant to tell us to mend our ways.  

On the other hand, the alternating pattern of light and dark of the schach could have just the opposite meaning.  The light coming through the openings between the slats could represent the unbridled forces of nature, such as the oppressive sun, the driving rain, and the bitter cold and heat,  while the shade afforded by the schach represents the protection that Hashem gives us from these elemental forces.  From this point of view, we are protected from the stark world by the shade of the 'Schinah', Hashem's Divine Presence.  According to this interprentation also, Hashem alternates between letting us battle the forces of nature, and sheltering us from them, just as a parent alternates between giving children freedom to explore on their own, and providing a warm and loving home to return to.

So the rippling pattern of light and dark can be interpreted in two ways, with the light representing Hashems presence and the shade being his 'withdrawing', or just the opposite where the shade represents Hashem's protection from the forces of nature. What is the 'correct' way of looking at the schach?

We think the schach reprents both at the same time.  It is a 'paradox' where two opposites are simultateously true.  Therefore the rippling between the light and dark of the schach ultimately represents the interplay between these two pardoxical meanings of light and dark. 

The one aspect of the interpretation that is consistent is that Hashem's relationship with us alternates between direct and indirect manifestation of His love, shining and hiding, helping and withdrawing, supporting us and giving us independence, freedom and protection.  The deep and profound secondary meaning is that we never know what in our lives represents which aspect of Hashem's relationship.  We don't know if the light or the dark in our lives is good or bad.  If we get money, it might be a sign that Hashem loves us, or it could be a test, and an example of Hashem's withdrawing from us. If we lose a job, it might be a sign of Hashem's withdrawing, or it could be a time of Hashem's love, encouraging us to find a better job.  

Everything in our lives oscillates between light and dark.  Hashem alternates between shining His love directly on us and withdrawing from us for our own good.  But it is very difficult to tell what events in our lives represent what aspect of Hashem's relationship with us.

So as we look up at the schach, we can watch the rippling patterns of light and dark play off each other.  The sunlight represents both Hashem's love and its opposite, the untamed forces of nature.  The shade of the schach represents both Hashem's protection and His hiding His presence from us.  Both interpretations of light and dark play off each other in our minds, just as the light and dark alternates in the succah. The oscillating light and dark represents the alternating modes in which Hashem relates to us, and how we never know at any moment in which mode Hashem is relating to us.

________________________________________________________________________

