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A Rosh Hashana Message from the Rabbi
Rosh Hashanah is described in Vayikra 23:24 as a holiday of זכרון תרועה, a
remembrance of teruah. Some suggest this refers to those years when Rosh
Hashanah falls on Shabbos: Since we do not blow shofar on that day, it is a
day to remember our blowing of the shofar. However, it is difficult to
understand the pasuk this way, since the restriction of not blowing shofar
when Rosh Hashanah falls on Shabbos is only of Rabbinic origin.
Others suggest that this “remembrance” refers to the parts of Mussaf on
Rosh Hashanah that mention shofar blowing. However, this explanation is
problematic for the same reason as the first: the entire obligation of saying
the verses of  מלכיות זכרונות ושופרותis only Rabbinic.
The term  זכרון תרועהmust somehow refer to the essential nature of Rosh
Hashanah. To explain this idea, I would like to begin with two questions:
1. Why does Rosh Hashanah come before Yom Kippur? It would seem
more logical to do teshuva and be forgiven (on Yom Kippur) before
we are judged (on Rosh Hashana, the Yom Hadin).
2. Why is the Day of Judgment on the first day of the year and not on
the last? We are being judged based on past behavior, so it would
seem to make more sense to be judged at the end of the year.
To answer these questions, we must recognize that the focus of Rosh
Hashanah is not on the past but actually on the future.
Teshuva requires three important elements: recognition of sins; regret; and
resolution. When we recognize our mistakes, we can come to regret our
actions and resolve not to continue them in the future.
Rosh Hashanah is about our looking to the future and committing anew to
Hashem. To see ourselves as who we would want to be, and not who we
have been. Once we have determined our future path, we need the Aseret
Yemei Teshuva and Yom Kippur to undo any past damage that would
prevent us from becoming what we should be.
So we refer to זכרון תרועה, that Hashem remembers what we have done
and gives us the opportunity to refine ourselves. Hearing the actual teruah
on Rosh Hashana reminds us as well, so we work to reach our ideal selves.
Clilei Torah provides our membership with a valuable opportunity to
reinforce our involvement in Torah at this time of year. Wishing everybody
a kesiva v’chasima tova, and a year full of renewed commitment to limud
Torah and avodas Hashem.
Rabbi Naphtali Burnstein
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Editor’s Note
After the first volume of Clilei Torah came out, one reader exclaimed “This
is what people should be spending their time on!”
There are so many things pulling at us in today’s world that finding time to
spend on Torah l’shmah, especially taking the time to polish Torah thoughts
to share with others, is not easy. Thank you to all of our writers for putting
in that time and allowing the rest of us to benefit from your efforts in
Torah.
A special thank you to Ms. Avigayil Rudolph, not just because she
sometimes helps with her younger siblings to provide editing time, but
because she had the courage to be our Nachshon. Avigayil jumped into the
uncharted waters of including youth contributions in Clilei Torah, and we
look forward to hearing from more writers of all ages.
All of our members are encouraged to not wait to be approached, but to
reach out to Rabbi Berger or myself and submit some words of Torah for
Clilei HaChodesh and/or next year’s Clilei Torah. Everyone has Torah
thoughts to share: long or short, original or simply appreciated, textual or
conceptual, or all of the above.
The Gemara in Berachot 28b reminds us of the value of using our time
wisely in the pursuit of Torah study. The Mishna mentions that Rabbi
Nechunia ben Hakaneh used to say a blessing upon entering the beis
midrash and another upon exiting, and the Gemara records the text of the
latter, paraphrased in the hadran recited at every siyum, as: “I give thanks
before You…that You placed my lot among those who sit in the beis
midrash and not among those who sit in corners. For… I get up early for
words of Torah, and they get up early for words of nothingness… I toil and
receive reward, and they toil and do not receive reward…”
The writers, sponsors, and readers of Clilei Torah all contribute to creating a
special opportunity for our membership to toil in Torah. As we embark on a
new year, everyone is invited to continue spending valuable time together
within the pages of this “beis midrash.”
Hadran alach, Clilei Torah volume 4, v’hadrach alan…and we will also get
busy with volume 5!
Best wishes for a  כתיבה וחתימה טובהand a year filled with enough time for
all our worthy pursuits.
Sarah C. Rudolph
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Joseph and Moshe
Rabbi Yehuda Appel1
In last year’s Clilei Torah, I suggested that we could gain rich new
insights by imagining how Torah scholars in the Northern Kingdom of
Israel 3000 years ago might have interpreted the Chumash.
Traditionally, of course, Klal Yisrael has studied Torah from the
perspective of a mesorah that ultimately traces itself back to the Davidic
dynasty, a kingdom with different interests and viewpoints than its
Northern counterpart. But what if we instead looked at the Chumash
from the perspective of the ten lost tribes, the constituents of the
Northern Kingdom of Israel? Adopting this approach last year, I made
the case that in the eyes of the Torah, it is actually Shechem, not
Jerusalem, that holds primacy as the most important place in Eretz
Yisrael. This year, we shall try to offer a related insight, to wit: that
there are startling parallels in the Torah between the lives of Moshe and
Joseph. Surprisingly, there is a dearth of references in the traditional
sources to these similarities – while there can be little doubt that in the
Torah teachings of the Northern Kingdom, a country dominated by the
tribes of Ephraim and Menashe and where Joseph held sway as the
father of the nation, these parallels would not have been missed.
Before we look at the parallels themselves, it might be worthwhile to
propose some possible explanations for the phenomenon of parallelism
in general. Parallelism is in fact found in a number of places in Tanach,
often (in part) as a literary device to confirm the legitimacy of a
succession. Chazal make note of this Biblical construct in a midrash
highlighting similarities in Yaakov and Joseph’s lives, as Genesis Rabbah
84:6 states: “As Jacob’s mother had been barren, so was Joseph’s… as
one was hated by his brother, so the other was hated by his brothers…”
In another example, almost immediately after Joshua takes over from
Moshe, he splits the Jordan just as Moshe split the Yam Suf.
Additionally, just as Moshe receives an unanticipated visit from Above
at the burning bush, so too does Joshua receive an unexpected visit
from an angel. We find this phenomenon with Elijah and Elisha as well.
Elijah’s first supernatural pronouncement is to prophesize a drought;
1

Rabbi Yehuda Appel is Co-director, with Rabbi Chaim Feld, of Aish HaTorah of
Cleveland. Rabbi Appel received semicha from ITRI Yeshiva in Israel.

Yamim Noraim 2018 / 5779 • Volume 4

Elisha’s first miracle is to bless the waters of Jericho that they no longer
cause harm. And just as Elijah miraculously provides an endless supply
of meal and oil to a penniless widow, so Elisha also provides a
miraculous amount of oil to a widow whose creditors are on the verge
of taking her sons as slaves.
Thus we should not find it surprising there would be similarities
between Joseph’s and Moshe’s experiences, as Moshe is, in point of
fact, Joseph’s successor: In the flow of the biblical narrative, Moshe is
the next leader to appear on the scene after Joseph’s death. He is also
the one who facilitates completion of Joseph’s last prophetic words,
that “G-d will surely visit you again and take you out of this land”
(Genesis 50:24; compare to Exodus 13:19). He is Joseph’s prophecy
come to life. Thus Moshe is more than just a successor; he is attached at
the proverbial hip to Joseph’s final longing. Lastly, from a Northern
Kingdom perspective, in which Joseph might well have been viewed as
the most important of the Patriarchs, it would not be surprising that the
two most important Jewish leaders in the Chumash would have similar
stories.
In order to more fully recognize the power of these similarities, it is
helpful to group them into four categories: the period before
attainment of leadership; the time each figure spent in exile; their
Egyptian experiences; and their interactions with loved ones and with
the nation. While there is some overlap between categories, this
breakdown greatly facilitates an understanding of the thematic patterns
on display.
Looking at the period before Joseph and Moshe each assumed
leadership, we find many commonalities. For one thing, it was far from
clear that either would even be among the living. While Rachel, Joseph’s
mother, was seemingly infertile, Moshe’s mother faced the peril of her
son being drowned at birth. They both thrive, however, and both attain
positions of status relative to their siblings while still in their early years:
Joseph as his father’s favorite, and Moshe as a member of Pharaoh’s
palace. Soon afterwards, however, they both lose their special status
because of mortal danger, as Joseph’s brothers seek to kill him and
Pharaoh seeks to execute Moshe for killing an Egyptian taskmaster.
Interestingly, both actually escape death not once but twice before
assuming the mantle of leadership, and for each of them, one of these
two episodes involves being accused of committing a capital crime.
Clilei Torah of Cleveland

Moshe as a child escapes death, is saved by Pharaoh’s daughter, and
later manages to escape Pharaoh’s clutches when he is sentenced to die
for the capital crime of killing an Egyptian taskmaster. Likewise, Joseph
is rescued from the pit, and later escapes execution for the false charge
of attempting to rape Potiphar’s wife. For both of them, however,
escape from death comes with exile.
A study of their exilic experiences once again uncovers significant
parallels. It is during their time in exile that they each marry. Moreover,
they both wind up taking foreign wives, and in both cases, their fathersin-law are priests of a local sect. While in exile, they each have two sons,
and each gives one son a name reflective of exile: Joseph names one
child Menashe, in reference to “forgetting” his hardships in his father’s
home; Moshe names a son Gershom, meaning “a foreigner there.”
Moreover, while in exile, neither of them appears to have been in
contact with his family.
When comparing their experiences in Egypt, we find that both Joseph
and Moshe acquire Egyptian names, and both are part of Egyptian
royalty for a time. Each stands before Pharaoh and, in their exchanges
with the Egyptian monarch, both make very clear that it is their G-d with
whom Pharaoh must reckon. Finally, both are given great power over
the Egyptians: Pharaoh instructs the Egyptians to listen to Joseph; and in
Exodus 7:1, G-d Himself tells Moshe he has been given complete power
over Pharaoh and his nation.
Finally, there is also much to note when it comes to their relationships
with their families and with the nation they must protect. In terms of
family: both displace the firstborn, both undergo conflict with their
siblings centered on lashon hara (Joseph as the instigator, Moshe as the
victim), and both forgive their siblings for trespasses against them. Both
exemplify prishut: minimally, Joseph avoids falling to Potiphar’s wife’s
entreaties, and according to the Gemara in Taanit 11a, he separates
from his wife during the years of famine; similarly, according to Rabbinic
tradition, Moshe separates from his wife in order to be constantly
available to hear the Divine voice (see Rashi’s comments on the
beginning of Numbers 12).
In terms of their respective relationships with the people, each acts as a
mashbir, a purveyor of food to the nation (Joseph officially in that role,
Moshe with his prayers that bring forth food from above) – a function of
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utmost importance in an age that saw constant threat from famine.
They both also are responsible for leading their charges away from their
homelands to new environs, and above all else, are leaders and saviors
of their people. Finally, for each of them, their last words are focused on
the Jewish people’s return to their land.
In sum, there are more than twenty parallels between Moshe and
Joseph; in order to make them more clearly evident, they are listed
below. But a key point that perhaps needs reemphasis here is that
there are many insights that may be gained if we but look at the
Chumash through the eyes of the 10 lost tribes. By seeing the text
through their world view, where for example Shechem, not Jerusalem,
was dominant, and where Joseph was likely viewed to be the most
prominent of the Avot, we can gain a new perspective on the Biblical
narrative, and be led to many new treasures hidden in plain sight.
LIFE BEFORE LEADERSHIP
 Obstacles to birth
 Given favored status
 Loss of favored status
 Loss of favored status through
mortal danger
 Exile from home because of
mortal danger
 Face mortal danger not once
but twice before assuming
leadership
 Accused of capital crimes
SETTLEMENT in FOREIGN LAND
 Settlement in foreign land
 Marry foreign woman
 Marry foreign woman from
priestly family
 Have two sons
 Name of one son refers to exile
 Have no contact with family
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EGYPTIAN EXPERIENCE
 Both have Egyptian names
 Both stand before Pharoah
 Both sanctify G-d’s name in
front of Pharaoh
 Both have experience being
Egyptian royalty
 Both are given complete
control over Egypt
RELATION TO THEIR PEOPLE
 Both save their people
 Both lead their people away
from their birthplaces
 Both are providers of food
 Both endure attacks and false
accusations from their people
 Both ultimately forgive their
families and people’s attacks
 Both provide assurance of
return to the land as their last
words

Elokai, Neshamah:
Implicit Theology in Dialogue with God
Rabbi Moshe Berger1

ַַאתָׁ ה.ַאתָׁ הַיְצ ְרתָׁ ּה.ַאתָׁ הַב ְָׁראתָׁ ּה.ְהורהַהִּיא
ָׁ ַנְשָׁמָׁ הַשֶׁ ַנָׁתתָׁ ַבִּיַט.אֱ לקַי
ַ. ַוְאתָׁ ה ַעָׁתִּ יד ַ ִּל ְטלָּׁה ַמִּמֶׁ נִּי. ַוְאתָׁ ה ַמְ שמְ ָׁרּה ַבְקִּ ְרבִּי.נְפחְתָׁ ּה ַבִּי
ַַכָׁלַזְמןַשֶׁ הנְשָׁמָׁ הַבְקִּ ְר ִַּביַמודֶׁ הַאֲ נִּיַ ְל ָׁפנֶׁיָך.ּולְה ֲחז ִָּׁירּהַבִּיַ ֶׁלעָׁתִּ ידַלָׁבוא
ַ ַבָׁרּוְך: ַ ִּרבון ַכָׁל ַהמעֲשים ַאֲ דון ַכָׁל ַהנְשָׁ מות.ה' ַאֱ לקַי ַוֵאלקֵַי ַאֲבותי
:אתָׁ הַה'ַהמ ֲחזִּירַנְשָׁ מותַ ִּל ְפג ִָּׁריםַמֵ תִּ ים
My God, the soul which you have placed within me is pure. You
have created it; You have formed it; You have breathed it into
me. You preserve it within me; You will take it from me, and
restore it to me in the hereafter. So long as the soul is within
me, I offer thanks before You, Lord my God and God of my
fathers, Master of all creatures, Lord of all souls. Blessed are
You, Lord, who restores souls to the dead.
(Text and translation from www.sefaria.org)
Elokai, Neshamah is not primarily a “Thank-You-For-Restoring-My-SoulAnd-Not-Allowing-Me-To-Die-In-My-Sleep” prayer.
The Modeh Ani prayer, composed hundreds of years after the final
editing of the Talmud, serves that purpose exclusively.
Elokai, Neshamah is rather a “Declaration-Regarding-The-UltimateNature-Of-My-Being,” which is made in dialogue with God upon
awakening each day. By means of this declaration, each Jew
acknowledges:
a. My soul is inherently pure (innocent, free of sin).
b. God deliberately created and fashioned it for me.
c. God “blew” my soul into my body.
d. God will eventually reclaim that soul.

1

Rabbi Moshe Berger, PhD, is Scholar in Residence at Young Israel of Greater Cleveland.
This article is adapted from his website, http://www.torahfountain.com.
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e. God will ultimately restore it to me (by implication: at the time of
messianic resurrection);
f. As long as I remain alive, I will acknowledge God as Master of all
realms of existence (worlds) and of all souls.
g. God revives all worthy bodies by restoring them their souls
(implied: every morning in the act of awakening, and at the time
of the universal resurrection.)
g2. (The result of “g”): Waking up in the morning constitutes a
microcosmic foreshadowing of the messianic revival of the
dead.
The force - and uniqueness - of this prayer, I believe, lies in the fact
that each explicit statement points to significant implications:
a. “The soul You have placed within me me is pure” - implying: I
must therefore strive to maintain its purity by living in
accordance with Your will.
b. You fashioned my soul as an individual, deliberate act of
creativity – implying: I therefore have specific Divine
assignments to fulfill in life – assignments for which You will
hold me accountable.
c. You “blew” my soul into my body: This image implies an
aboriginal intimacy with God, and possibly, an ongoing
inseparability from the Divine.
d. “You will eventually take (my soul) away from me” implying: Time in which to fulfill my divinely mandated tasks is
limited, and therefore each moment infinitely precious. I dare
not squander this day or any part of it!
e. I acknowledge You…as Master [Adone] of all souls” - implying: I
am obligated to obey the Master’s will.
f. “Who restores souls to dead bodies” - implying: God will allow
me to participate in the resurrection, if I am deserving. I must
therefore devote my life to the fulfillment of my Divine
assignments.
g. The miracle of my daily rebirth, as I arise from the semicomatose state of sleep every morning, reinforces my faith in all
the foregoing statements regarding my origin, my ultimate
destiny and my obligations.
Clilei Torah of Cleveland

FURTHER ANALYSIS:
1. Points b. and c. reflect a dialectical tension: On one hand, my soul
did not emanate from God: He created and fashioned it (b) as an
entity possessing its own integrity, distinct and separate from His
essence. On the other hand, the description of God blowing my
soul into me (c) certainly evokes the image of God connecting with
my soul in an intimate fashion. He could have “placed” it within
me. Instead, He chose to use his “breath” – as it were, an aspect of
His Divine essence – as a delivery system. This dialectic regarding
the co-existence of separation - even distance - and intimacy, is
characteristic of the Jewish spiritual world view.
2. According to this prayer, the soul is not a chelek Eloka mima’al, a
hypostasis of the Divine spirit: “You created it” - i.e., ex nihilo; it did
not emanate from You!
“You fashioned it” - I am a unique, one-of-a-kind individual
precisely because You have chosen to fashion my soul by means of
a deliberate and specific creative act. Then, only after my soul was
fully created and complete “You breathed it into me.” This last clause is significant. The Bible
states, “God breathed into him the breath of life” only with respect
to the creation of Adam! Eve is fashioned from Adam’s body
without any reference to God breathing into her the breath of life,
and all subsequent human beings come into being exclusively
through sexual union. Since the “breathing” in the context of this
prayer does not indicate that the soul is a part of the Divine
essence, what does the phrase, “You breathed it into me” imply?
Perhaps this image implies God’s deep personal involvement and
passionate intimacy with the individual. The biochemical etiology
of the individual body is indeed mechanistic (as the Asher Yatzar
blessing asserts); the creation of the vital, individual charisma,
however, is deliberate and intimate, with dramatic, intense but
tender Divine focus and devotion.
3. In summary, the opening section of this prayer negotiates the basic
tension that is the result of our need for connectedness and even
intimacy with God, on one hand, and our need for a certain
amount of distance from God in order to establish and maintain a
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sense of self. We are a creation, distinct from God, yet the intimacy
and involvement is ongoing.
4. Scholars have viewed this prayer’s stress upon the soul’s original
purity as a polemic against the Christian dogma of Original Sin,
which posits that every human being is born in sin and impurity,
with the resultant inherent need for purification and salvation in
order to avoid damnation. Although this scholarly speculation may
be valid, it is our task to understand this prayer not only in the
historical context of anti-Christian polemic, but also in the transhistorical context of the traditional Jewish prayer service, namely,
as man’s first communication with God upon awakening.
5. This prayer - once again, by implication - associates the daily
experience of awakening from sleep with the most significant
events that bracket each person’s existence, namely:
[1] God’s past act of endowing him, i.e., his lifeless body, with a
vital soul – pure, untainted and unique - when he was created; and
[2] God’s future act of restoring his soul to his lifeless body at the
time of the resurrection in the messianic era.
Sandwiched between these two events are two concepts:
[A] The fact that the soul’s residence in the body - in this realm of
pre-messianic existence - is temporary;
[B] I commit myself, through my temporary sojourn in this world,
to acknowledging (modeh ani) God as ribon kol hama’asim and
adon kol han’shamot (and, by implication, to living accordingly).
Regarding [B], the three transliterated terms in italics require
further exploration:
 Modeh ani: This clause may mean
[i] “I thank you,” i.e. for the gift of life, vitality, and
autonomy which you have given me by means of
endowing me with a Divine soul. I also thank you for
endowing my life with eternal significance.
[ii] “I acknowledge you as...”
 Ribon kol hama’asim may mean
Clilei Torah of Cleveland

[i] “Ultimate determiner of history” (“Ma’asim” therefore
refers to God’s deeds.) Man may have significant
control of the process; God, however, controls the
results.
[ii] “The one who judges the legitimacy of all deeds”
(“Ma’asim” therefore refers to man’s actions.)


Adon kol han’shamot may mean
[i] “Creator (and therefore possessor) of all souls”
[ii] “Master of all souls” i.e. the One to whom each person is
accountable for maintaining the purity of his soul.

These ambiguities may be deliberate. All the foregoing
interpretations are literarily and theologically legitimate.
6. Contrast to Asher Yatzar: Although the Talmud insists that a person
recite this prayer immediately upon awakening, by the Gaonic
period, the standardized practice was to recite it following the
Asher Yatzar prayer, which in turn was to be recited following the
elimination of bodily waste. The Asher Yatzar blessing asserts that
God has created all the biological systems that sustain the human
body. This blessing, in contrast to Elokai, Neshamah, contains no
first person reference. Like almost all other blessings of praise and
thanksgiving, it is universalized and depersonalized. The
implication of the formal contrast between the two prayers is
clear: A person’s essential uniqueness and individuality is in his
soul; the bodies of all human beings are (as if) mass produced.
Although the Talmud asserts (Berachot 68, Sanhedrin 37a) that no
two faces are exactly the same, this facial reality constitutes a
manifestation of the uniqueness of each person’s inner world.
7. Elokai, Neshamah is one of very few standardized prayers in
Rabbinic literature that are formulated in the first person singular.
[Others include: 1. Hamapil, the prayer which one recites before
falling asleep; 2. the brief prayer which the Talmud instructs a
person to recite in time of danger; 3. and the blessing “Blessed are
You…Who has fulfilled all my needs,” now part of Birkot
Hashachar, which in the Talmudic period a person would recite
after putting on his shoes.]
Yamim Noraim 2018 / 5779 • Volume 4

8. In sum: the original Talmudic obligation to recite Elokai Neshamah
upon awakening each morning results with each Jew commencing
each day in dialogue with his Creator, acknowledging that God has
enabled his existence through a deliberate and intimate act of
creation. This declaration serves to heighten his awareness that
God has created him, and sustains him daily, in order that he strive
to realize God’s mitzvot. These Divinely ordained mandates include
the codified mitzvot, which address all of Israel, as well as
situational mitzvot (eg. returning lost objects, visiting the sick, etc.),
which are the responsibility of each specific individual. These
mitzvot endow his life with boundless significance, as well as with
accountability.
9. THE IMPLICATION OF THE IMPLICATIONS (!)
Finally, we have noted that the text only implies these themes of
responsibility and accountability, but does not articulate them
explicitly. Overtly, the prayer asserts – and celebrates - the
boundless importance of each individual in God’s eyes, as indicated
by the facts that God had deliberately created and fashioned his
pure soul, sustains him daily, and ultimately will resurrect him in
the future Messianic Age. The pray-er acknowledges, and avers
that he will continue to acknowledge as long as he lives, that God
is the possessor and master of all that exists. As we tried to
demonstrate, these assertions certainly point to the idea that the
individual exists in order to serve God, and is accountable for
maintaining his soul’s essential, aboriginal purity by means of this
service. These latter concepts, however, remain implicit.
We are only able to speculate as to why Elokai, Neshamah does
not state these concepts explicitly. Since they remain implicit, the
person reciting this prayer must derive them independently. The
prayer certainly points him in their direction, but ultimately he
must follow the course towards these concepts. Since this journey
remains inner-directed, therefore, he will “take ownership” of its
endpoint, i.e., the conclusion that he will devote every aspect of his
being to the realization of God’s commands. He thus remains free
to embrace - on his own initiative - his overarching commitment to
God. The prayer does not thrust or impose that commitment upon
him, but rather allows it to emanate from him, an authentic gift of
self, through life-long service to His Creator.
Clilei Torah of Cleveland

Mourning Voids in the Present, Not the Past,
To Create a Better Future
Le'zecher nishmat my maternal grandfather, Baruch ben Reuven
Joshua Chiel1
What are we mourning on the four major national fast days, namely,
Shivah Asar b'Tammuz, Tisha b'Av, Tzom Gedalia and Asarah b'Tevet?
In general, in halakha, do we mourn something from the past or
something in the present?
The obvious answer is that we mourn for tragedies or deaths that
occurred in the past. On fast days, we mourn the destructions of the
Batei Mikdash and the vast array of calamities which have befallen us
on these four days -- especially on Tisha b'Av.
However, maybe the answer is not quite as obvious as we think.
Zecharyah 8:19 states:
ישי וְ צוֹּם הַ ְשבִ יעִ י
ִ  צוֹּם הָ ְרבִ יעִ י וְ צוֹּם הַ חֲ ִמ,ָאמַ ר ה' ְצבָ קוֹּת-כֹּה
מע ֲִדים
ֹּ ְהּודה לְ ָששוֹּן ּולְ ִש ְמחָ ה ּול
ָ ְי-וְ צוֹּם הָ ע ֲִש ִירי יִ ְהיֶה לְ בֵ ית
. אֱ הָ בּו,טוֹּבִ ים; וְ הָ אֱ מֶ ת וְ הַ ָשלוֹּם
Thus says the LORD of hosts: The fast of the fourth
[month], and the fast of the fifth, and the fast of the
seventh, and the fast of the tenth, shall be to the house of
Judah joy and gladness, and cheerful seasons; you shall
love truth and peace. (translation modified from
www.mechon-mamre.org).

Suppose the mourning on these four national fast days is due to the
past, that we are mourning historical calamities which occurred long
ago (as we tend to think). How, then, could these days transform into
days of joy in the future, as Zecharyah predicts? The past doesn’t
generally change as a result of any actions done in the present or
future; even once Am Yisrael achieves the ideal relationship with
H"KBH, this won’t change the fact that the historical destructions still
occurred. If the mourning on these days were truly due to destructions
in the past, it would be puzzling that they could radically shift from
mourning to unreserved joy: even if many great things happen in the
1
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future on these same days, this won't erase the immense array of
tragedies that occurred in the past and which were the cause of
mourning. At most, each day would gain a dimension of joy alongside
the mourning, or the mourning would become less intense.
However, Zecharyah says these four days will be totally transformed to
"ששון ולשמחה ולמעדים טובים."
Perhaps, then, when we mourn, we don't mourn the tragedies of the
past -- rather we mourn the voids that these tragedies create in the
present. When sitting shivah, we mourn the void created in our present
lives by the death of a person we loved. On national fast days, we aren't
mourning the destructions of the Batei Mikdash, nor the vast number of
national calamities; these are simply reflections and indirect indications
of what we are actually mourning. In reality, we mourn the absence of
H"KBH's presence in our midst. We mourn our damaged relationship
with Hashem, which has manifested itself throughout our history, in
part, through national calamity.
By revisiting national calamities of the past, we gain a deeper
appreciation for the ongoing tragedy in our present, our estrangement
from Hashem. These disasters reflect that the underlying cause of the
original destruction of Bayit Rishon -- the breaches and estrangement in
our relationship with Hashem -- has, with only a few extended
exceptions, remained unresolved throughout our nation's history.
The goal of each of the four national days of mourning and fasting is to
catalyze a national spiritual and ethical revolution. Once we appreciate
that on national fast days we mourn our estrangement from Hashem in
the present -- which is an immense tragedy -- then, in real time, on the
fast days themselves, this appreciation will help propel us to full,
national teshuvah.
In order to return to Hashem, to mend the relationship, we have to first
appreciate the extent of our separation from Him and that this
separation is tragic and is something we must change. There is an
inextricable link between the national mourning over our distance
from Hashem and national teshuvah. National mourning is what will,
someday, catapult us to national teshuvah. The four fast days present
the opportunity to most intensely focus on the void of Hashem's
absence in our midst, the cause of this void (our individual relationships
with Hashem, our treatment of one another, and our behavior in
Clilei Torah of Cleveland

general), and the ongoing tragedy of our national estrangement
from Hashem.
In a future year, b’ezrat Hashem, on each of the four
fasts, Am Yisrael will fully appreciate the tragedy of being distant from
our Creator. Over the course of a single day – the fast day – we will take
immense and lasting steps towards a spiritual and ethical revolution. In
a single year, we will progress on each of the four fast days towards a
full reconciliation with Hashem. Once we fully appreciate, b’ezrat
Hashem, the void created by Hashem's absence in our midst which we
mourn on these national fast days – these same four days will propel us
sequentially, in an increasingly powerful fashion, towards achieving the
ideal relationship with Hashem via national teshuvah. This process
might be compared to the propulsion system of a four-stage rocket: as
each stage sequentially ignites, the rocket soars higher and faster. Each
stage of that rocket is fueled by our dreams of closeness to Hashem,
and by our mourning the lack of that closeness in the present.
We can now understand the pasuk in Zecharyah: these national days of
mourning will be the very same days on which we make the greatest
progress towards full, national teshuvah, based on mourning the
tragedy of Hashem's absence in our midst. Mourning our estrangement
from Hashem will inspire us to return to Him. These four days will then
mark extraordinary achievements in our nation’s history: our
monumental strides towards national unity and full reconciliation
with Hashem. As a result, these four days will be transformed into
celebrations of our nation's ethical and spiritual transformation and of
the national unity that will have brought Hashem's presence back into
our midst.
Once we achieve the ideal relationship with Hashem, the cause of
mourning on these four days – our distance from Hashem – will be
eliminated and replaced with cause for joy. The four national days of
mourning will be critically linked to our national transformation and will
thus themselves be transformed into celebrations of our united,
national teshuvah and our reconciliation with H"KBH, including binyan
Bayit Shelishi, may it happen, b’ezrat Hashem, speedily in our days.2
2

It’s possible this four-stage process will culminate on Asarah b'Tevet, which would
explain the mesora cited by the Chatam Sofer: Asarah b'Tevet determines whether that
year’s Tisha B’Av will be a day of mourning or celebration.
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The Saving of the Yishuv
at the second battle of El Alamein
William Evans1
The Second battle of El Alamein, a major battle which took place in
North Africa during World War II, was as pivotal as it was unique. The
fight spelled the end of the Axis campaign in North Africa and had farreaching consequences. It was an old-fashioned slugging match of a
battle, pitched and fierce, fought in a campaign known for its fluidity of
battle lines. The battle was won by a polyglot force headed by British
general Bernard Montgomery, who was a replacement for a
replacement, against the highly efficient and effective German war
machine headed by the sickly yet still capable Erwin Rommel.
The Jewish part of the story is equally unusual, and recent research has
shown just how critical this fight was to the survival of the population
then living in the British Mandate of Palestine and the rest of the Middle
East.2
There are many layers to any battle on the scale of this one, which
lasted from October 23rd until November 11th, 1942 and was so vast as
to involve over half a million troops and 9,000 tanks, aircraft, and other
implements of war. We will explore a few of these layers in order to
reveal just how strange the battle was and what its surprising outcome
meant for the Jewish people.
Background:
Germany, Italy and Japan, along with a few other nations, had united to
form the Axis that declared war on the Allies, a group made up of the
many countries of the British commonwealth and Russia (and later, the
United States), on June 10th, 1940.
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Italy had a strong presence in Africa, and sought to shore up its colonies
and gain valuable resources by conquering further African possessions
held by other European countries. In order to contain Italian aggression
in North Africa and protect the invaluable Suez Canal, the British formed
a defensive line in Western Egypt later that same year. Although
protective in nature, there were small incursions across the line to
attack Italian forces. These prompted an offensive by the Italians which
was soundly defeated, leading to the destruction of the entire 10th
Italian army. The remaining Italian forces were besieged in the fortress
town of Tobruk in Tunisia. Hitler (y’mach shmo), hoping to stem the tide
of Allied victory and to prevent the absolute defeat of his Axis partner,
sent a small force to North Africa under one his best tactical
commanders, Erwin Rommel. This force was known as the “Afrika
Korps.”
In a series of brilliant maneuvers which earned him the sobriquet of
“Desert Fox,” the German commander relieved the Italian forces and
pushed the British back to their stronghold in Western Egypt. At the
time, there was a very real sense that the Axis would push its way to the
Suez Canal and beyond, ousting the British from the area. This conquest
would have included the Yishuv in British Mandate Palestine, home to
approximately half a million Jews.
What occurred next could not have been written by even the most
creative movie screenwriter. Just when victory over the Allied forces
seemed assured, the German supply lines dried up, primarily due to a
Russian campaign begun in June of 1941. German efforts in Russia,
tremendously successful at first, had stalled and therefore required
more fuel and supplies than the Nazi general staff had initially planned
for. The North African campaign, being of secondary importance, bore
the brunt of the restrictions and the offensive there ground to a halt.
The first battle of El Alamein concluded in a stalemate.
The Second Battle of El Alamein
The battle began with an artillery assault, involved attacks and counterattacks, and ended in Axis defeat nearly a month later. In between, the
troops on both sides fought hard under able commanders; the Axis
forces’ lack of supply and manpower proved to be the decisive factor in
their defeat.
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On the second day of battle, Stromme, the commander who had been
left in charge by the departure of a sick Rommel, died of a heart attack.
Hitler, ym”sh, recalled Rommel immediately from his convalescence in a
sanitorium, and he assumed command of his former army.
Overall, the fight itself was skillfully handled by both sides. However,
the experienced British commander, General Claude Auchinleck, was
removed from his post and his first replacement was killed when his
plane was shot down. Winston Churchill and Alexander then made the
fortuitous decision to promote General Bernard Montgomery to
command the Allied forces. Based on what this writer has seen in
available documents and communications, the British High Command
could not have known the battle would play out as it did and that
Montgomery would perform as well as he did. It seems, though, that he
was perfect choice for the battle that was to follow.
Rommel returned to Africa on the 25th of October, and was promptly
forced into a static position due to the previous commander’s actions contrary to his own usual methods of fluid warfare.
One wonders what would have happened if these sudden changes of
command had not occurred. For instance, British assaults on the second
day of battle were highly successful; perhaps if the leadership had not
changed, they would not have succeeded and the battle could have had
a very different outcome.
Certainly, the results for the Jewish community in Palestine would have
been quite negative.
What if the Axis Had Prevailed?
Had the Germans succeeded, there is little doubt they would have
treated the captured provinces in Africa and the Middle East much the
same way as they had treated their European conquests.This included
the enslavement of much of the native population and the outright
extermination of the Jews and other “undesirable” elements. Recent
research has verified this, unearthing documents noting the presence of
an extermination squad that was to be deployed to the Middle East
from Nazi-occupied Athens, Greece.3
3
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It should be noted that Rommel himself was considered an honorable
soldier by both sides,4 although he had been accused of war crimes
relating to some French officers earlier in the war. He never stood trial
for those accusations, and historians have not come to a definitive
conclusion as to his guilt. This open question may have a bearing on
speculations as to what would have happened if the Germans had been
victorious in Africa. One might argue that, as a follower of the rules of
war, Rommel would not have allowed the atrocities to be carried out
against the Jews in Palestine under his watch. In all likelihood, however,
the Nazis would have carried out their evil plans and he would have
accepted the absolution that other German officers used as a defense,
namely, that he was just following orders.
The possibility of an Axis conquest of the British Mandate was widely
known and preparations were actually made to pursue one of three
courses: To flee, to actively fight, or to retreat to a defensive position in
the north of Israel. As with any undertaking of this kind, there were
severe and sincere disagreements.
Some factions were in favor of armed resistance. As in the past, this
would have been tantamount to suicide. Still others were for flight,
although the chances of reaching safety somewhere in the north were
slim, given the hostility of their Arab neighbors. Another option, full
collaboration with the invaders, would likely have led to the Jews being
wiped out, chas v’shalom. Yet another plan was developed which
entailed fleeing only as far as the Galilee and then fortifying their
position to hold out until the enemy would either give up or be pushed
out again by the British (who were sure to return at some point to
retake Palestine). This last plan had the highest probability of success, as
it was not a suicide mission and did not depend too much on unknowns.
Thankfully, however, none of these plans were necessary since the
Germans were soundly defeated in the second battle of El Alamein.
They retreated precipitously and were surrounded and then annihilated
by the Allies in a pincer movement. The Americans would land in
4
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northwestern Africa during Operation Torch and make their way east.
The British would press their hard won advantage and continue west
until the Axis army was squeezed out of Africa.
Conclusion:
The North African campaign was critical for the Jewish communities in
the Middle East. The Nazi war machine was at its height; Axis armies
were winning battle after battle. The fall of the British army in the
Middle East would have spelled disaster for the world if the Axis forces
had captured and closed the Suez Canal, perhaps the world’s most
important waterway. Trade with the British colonies would have been
seriously hampered and the English economy would likely have
crumbled without this important trade route in their hands.
Additionally, the British army’s path back home via ship would have
been blocked, leaving the soldiers in Africa and the Middle East with no
option but a retreat or surrender.
Whatever lukewarm interest the British had in protecting the Jews
would have been quickly abandoned for the sake of self preservation and the Yishuv would have suffered tremendously at the hands of their
new rulers. With the British out of the way, the Nazis would have done
their best to c”v wipe out the Jews in Palestine, no doubt with help from
willing collaborators among the indigenous Arab population.
It was only through events that seem to point to a Director of all events
that this critical battle occurred in such a fashion as to render the need
for a last-ditch effort to save the Jewish population of Palestine
unnecessary.
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Map 1 - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:The_Middle_East-1942.jpg
The Second Battle of El Alamein occurred approximately halfway
between Tobruk and Cairo, which shows how close the Nazi hordes
were to the Yishuv.

Map 2 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:WesternDesertBattle_Area19
41_en.svg
Egypt & Cyrenaica, Libya: Map of the Western Desert Campaign and its
Operation Compass Battle Area 1941
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From Bereishit to 1846; Anesthesia Here to Please Ya
Dr. Moshe Goldfinger1
Imagine, if you will: You awaken one sunny morning only to realize that
you have severe abdominal pain. You contact your physician, who sends
you to undergo a history and physical examination. After an
appropriate laboratory workup, you are diagnosed with appendicitis.
Next, you are scheduled for a semi-urgent appendectomy, hoping that
your appendix won’t burst and you won’t become septic before you get
to the O.R. Well, lucky you. You were born after 1846. A relatively safe,
readily available general anesthetic awaits you. This will help facilitate
your ability to undergo a painless operation. You will likely be unaware
of the surgical procedure while it is happening.
On October 16, 1846, the world of medicine changed forever. William T.
G. Morton, a dentist from Massachusetts, was the first person to
publicly demonstrate the use of ether as a general anesthetic. The
patient was Edward Gilbert Abbott, a 20-year-old housepainter who
needed a tumor removed from his jaw. Dr. John Collins Warren
performed the surgery at Massachusetts General Hospital in an
operating theater in the Bulfinch building, today known as the Ether
Dome. The good news spread quickly throughout the world; surgery
henceforth became tolerable and popular. Within months, ether was
being used in Canada, Brazil, Russia, Europe, and Japan.
Prior to that October, most people avoided surgery because it was
simply too painful. Many of those who underwent significant surgery
either died from shock after four minutes of painful procedures like
amputations without anesthesia, or they developed an infection at the
surgical site for which there was no treatment at the time. (Alexander
Fleming, Professor of Bacteriology at St. Mary’s Hospital in London, did
not discover Penicillin until 1928.)
What is ironic and sad is that both ether and nitrous oxide, better
known as laughing gas, were discovered and used for entertainment
1
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purposes long before they were used as anesthetics. Ether had been
discovered by a Spanish chemist named Raymundus Lullius in 1275,
around the time Yaakov ben Asher (known as the Baal ha-Turim) was
born. Nitrous oxide was discovered by the English chemist Joseph
Priestly in 1772, the year Rebbe Nachman of Breslov was born.
There were ether and laughing gas frolics held in many U.S. cities.
People gathered and breathed in these gases, and would laugh
uncontrollably and sometimes pass out. It wasn’t until the Fathers of
Anesthesia, William T.G. Morton and Horace Wells (a dentist from
Connecticut), realized these chemicals could be used to help facilitate
surgery that they entered the medical arena. The story of who truly
deserves credit for the application of anesthesia in the surgical setting is
actually fascinating and involves many characters. The book Ether Day:
The Strange Tale of America’s Greatest Discovery and the Haunted Men
who Made It, by J.M. Fenster, details the drama and is a great read.
Where do we find anesthesia mentioned in the Torah? Who was really
the first anesthesiologist? Well, let’s start at the beginning.
Dr. Fred Rosner, the director of Hematology at Long Island Jewish
Medical Center in New York, published an article in 1971 in the Journal
of Anesthesia & Analgesia, titled “Anesthesia in the Bible and Talmud.”
He states, “Probably the earliest mention of anesthesia is that found in
the Bible; the description of the creation of woman from a rib of Adam.”
Bereshit 2:21-22 says: So Hashem G-d cast a deep sleep {tardema} upon
the man and he slept; and He took one of his sides and He filled in flesh
in its place. Then Hashem G-d fashioned the side that He had taken from
the man into a woman, and He brought her to the man.
Dr. Rosner points out that the word tardema is actually mentioned 14
times throughout Tanach. It is beyond the scope of this dvar Torah to
delve into the deeper meaning of each instance, but it is worth citing
two to illustrate the connotation of tardema as a deep induced sleep.
Genesis 15:12 describes how Hashem prepared Avraham to receive the
prophecy of his descendants’ fate in a foreign land:

ַש ַל ָׁ֔בֹוא ַוְתַ ְרדֵּ ָ֖מה ַנָׁפ ְָׁלָ֣ה ַעל־ַאב ָׁ ְָ֑רם ַ ְוהִּנֵ ֵּ֥ה ַאֵ ימָׁ ָ֛ה
ֶּׁ֙ ֶׁשֶּׁ֙מ
ֶׁ וי ִּ ְִ֤הי ַה
ָ֖הַנ ֹפֶׁ ֵּ֥ לֶׁתַעָׁלָׁ ָֽיו׃
ַ חֲשֵ כָׁ ֵּ֥הַגְד ָֹׁל
As the sun was about to set, a deep sleep fell upon
Abram, and a great dark dread descended upon him.
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Similarly but more broadly, we find in Job 33:15-16:

ַנּומֹותַע ֲֵלָ֣י
ַ֗ ְלַת ְרדֵ מָׁ הַעל־אֲ נ ִּ ָָׁ֑שיםַ ִּ֝ ִּבת
ַ֗ ֬בחֲלִ֤ ֹוםַ׀ַ ֶׁחזְי
ַּ֭ ֹ ֹוןַליְלָׁהַ ִּבנ ְָ֣פ
ֶַׁהַא ֹזֶׁןַאֲ נ ִּ ָָׁ֑שיםַּוב ְָ֖מ ֹס ָׁ ָָׁ֣רםַיח ְָֽת ֹם׃
ָ֣ מִּ שְ כָׁ ָֽב׃ַ ָׁ ָ֣א ַּ֭זַיִּגְל
In a dream, a night vision, when deep sleep falls on
men, while they slumber on their beds. Then He opens
men’s understanding, and by disciplining them leaves
His signature
(From www.sefaria.org. The remaining instances of tardema are:
Genesis 2:21; Job 4:13; Daniel 8:18 and 10:9; Proverbs 19:15 and 10:5;
Judges 4:21; I Samuel 26:12; Isaiah 29:10; Jonah 1:5 and 1:6; and Psalms
76:7.)
It’s also interesting to note that Hashem provided a source of analgesia
(pain relief) on the third day of creation, when trees were created. The
willow tree was appreciated as an analgesic long ago. The first recorded
use of salicylates (aspirin) dates back about 4,000 years to the
Sumerians, who noted the uses of the willow in pain remedies on early
clay tablets. Ancient civilizations in Mesopotamia also used the extract
from willow trees to treat fever, pain, and inflammation. Both Chinese
and Greek civilizations employed willow bark for medical use more than
2,000 years ago. The Chinese used both poplar bark and willow shoots
to treat rheumatic fever, colds, hemorrhages, and goiter.
Dr. Rosner also quotes numerous Talmudic references to anesthesia.
The value of alcohol as an anesthetic is described in the Babylonian
Talmud (Sanhedrin 43a), where we find the following ruling: “When one
is led out to execution, he is given a goblet of wine containing a grain of
frankincense in order to benumb his senses, for it is written ‘give strong
drink unto him that is ready to perish and wine unto the bitter in soul’
(Proverbs 31:6).”
The Talmud also mentions an unknown anesthetic sleeping potion, in
relation to an abdominal operation performed upon Rabbi Eleazar, the
son of Rabbi Simeon. “He was given samma deshinta- a sleep draft
(beer or cider), taken into a marble chamber, and had his abdomen
opened. They removed from him during this operation, baskets and
baskets of fat.” (Bava Metzia 83b)
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We find a third Talmudic mention of anesthetic in Bava Kamma 85a. A
criminal had been sentenced to have his arm removed, and the Gemara
questions how much he would pay bein sayif lesam- to have the
amputation done by using a potion or drug rather than by sword. We
don’t know what this potion was, but presumably it was less painful
than having an amputation while awake.
These ancient modalities and remedies were great, except they weren’t
practically applicable to the point of facilitating safe and painless
operations. The development of surgery as a specialty available to the
masses was delayed for millennia.
How fortunate were the individuals born in 1847 and beyond, who had
the option of surgery with anesthesia should they need it. To get an
idea of the time period, note that Harav Yehuda Aryeh Leib Alter
(known as the Sfas Emes/Gerer Rebbe) was born that very year, as were
the inventors Thomas Edison and Alexander Graham Bell. Harav Yisroel
Meir Kagan, known as the Chofetz Chaim, was born in 1839 and was 7
years old when ether (and then chloroform) was used for surgery. I met
his daughter but didn’t ask about her father’s medical history. The
Chatam Sofer, Harav Moshe Sofer (1762 – 1839), wasn’t so lucky: He
was niftar 7 years before ether became readily available for surgery.
Do you ever think about the students in the Academy of Shem v’Ever,
or Abaye and Rava, or Rav and Shmuel? Would they have survived a
bout of appendicitis? What about the 24,000 students of Rebbe Akiva
who died between Pesach and Shavuot? How did they die? Did their
appendix rupture? Did they have heart attacks? (Unlikely in a younger
population. What was the average age of that population of students,
anyway?) Perhaps they died bineshika, with a kiss from G-d. We just
don’t know.
Does it matter? Perhaps not to us. But it likely did matter to their
parents, siblings, and spouses. Did they attempt any form of
resuscitation? We don’t know. The community must have been terrorstricken. Was the reason of shelo nahagu kavod zeh lazeh - the students
did not respect each other - brought up in conversation amongst the
families? Did the parents, siblings, and spouses of these students
respect each other? If the whole town was sitting shiva, was there a
minyan in every home?
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On the evening of Yom Kippur, we recite the Selichos paragraph
beginning “Ki hinei kachomer”: Like the clay in the hand of the potter;
He expands it at will and contracts it at will; so we are in Your hand, O
preserver of kindness.” Imagining ourselves as a piece of clay being
expanded and contracted by Hakadosh Baruch Hu - after all, He did
create us - offers comfort and puts our minds at ease when we
encounter physiological phenomena that don’t seem to follow the
‘natural’ course of events, such as appendicitis. In addition, we
appreciate that the time period in which G-d has placed a person is
predetermined. It is beyond our control. It is our obligation to try to stay
healthy and to utilize whatever medical treatments are available during
our lifetimes. It also behooves those engaged in the sciences to advance
medical science to the best of their abilities. But ultimately, G-d controls
physiology and G-d expands and contracts medical science as He sees
appropriate.
There are indeed significant intergenerational gaps in terms of what is
available to diagnose and treat illness. It’s directly proportional to His
willed rate of expansion.
One opportunity that does not change between generations, however,
is the privilege to pray to the Al-mighty for a good outcome through His
intervention. A besurah tova, good news. May His will be one that keeps
us healthy, keeps medical science advancing, and ultimately bestows
menuchat hanefesh on each and every one of us.
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Eshet Chayil
Ilka Gordon1
This paper was originally submitted as a requirement for a course on Mishlei at
The Cleveland College of Jewish Studies, taught by Rabbi Dr. Zvi Yehuda z"l.
Ilka wishes to dedicate this essay in memory of her beloved mother Estelle
Gottlieb (Esther bat Chana), who passed away in 2017 at the age of 100.

Eshet Chayil is an acrostic poem describing a particular model of a
Jewish Woman, found in Mishlei 31:10-31. The poem paints a picture of
an independent, intelligent, hardworking, caring businesswoman who,
in the words of the women’s movement, would be called a
“superwoman.” She represents an ideal woman who does everything in
the workplace and at home. She never rests, is very enthusiastic, and
never complains. She wants it “all” and appears to have it “all.” The
women’s movement has since changed its view of the ideal woman,
believing that a “superwoman” will ultimately suffer from burnout and
that men should share in the duties and responsibilities of the house
and childcare. Mishlei, however, presents an image of a woman who
really can do it all.
Crawford H. Toy, an American scholar (see bibliography), divided the
poem into eight stanzas. According to Toy, each division deals with a
different characteristic of the eshet chayil. This paper will attempt to
interpret the poem using Toy’s divisions along with various
commentaries whose interpretations match the “superwoman” ideal.
The first stanza, consisting of verses 10-12, deals with praise for the
eshet chayil in general terms:
(10) What a rare find is a capable wife!
Her worth is far beyond that of rubies.
(11) Her husband puts his confidence in
her, And lacks no good thing.
(12) She is good to him, never bad,
All the days of her life.
(translations are from www.sefaria.org)

ִַּלַמיַיִּמ ָׁ ְָ֑צא
ָ֣ ִּ ֶׁת־חי
ַּ֭ (י)ַאֵ ָֽש
ו ְָׁר ָ֖ח ֹקַ ִּמ ְפנִּי ִּנָ֣יםַ ִּמכ ָׁ ְָֽרּה׃
ַּהַלָ֣בַבע ְָׁלָּ֑ה
ֵ (יא)ַ ָׁ ָ֣בטחַ ַּ֭ ָׁב
ש ַָׁ֗ללַלָ֣ אַיֶׁח ְָׁסָֽר׃
ָׁ ְִּ֝ו
ַהּוַטֹוב
ָ֣ ְ(יב)ַ ְגמָׁלָ֣ת
עַכ ֹלַי ֵ ְָ֣מיַח ֶׁי ָֽיה׃
ַ֗ ִּ֝ ְלא־ר
ָ֑ ָׁ ו

1
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“The word ‘chayil’ as it is used in Scripture has various connotations;
organized military force, strength, wealth, skill, general competence or
devoutness.” (Scherman) Malbim comments on Shemot 18:21 that
“chayil” should always be understood as implying whatever skills or
attributes are needed to carry out the task at hand. In other words,
“eshet chayil” is a term for a woman who has all the attributes one
could want. These characteristics mean different things to different
people. Mishlei states that a woman like this is very hard to find. One
must search to find her, like searching the depths of the ocean for a
pearl. The woman herself must search the depths of her soul to find out
who she really is and what kind of life she would like to lead. This quest
is very difficult, for finding one’s self is even harder than finding a
precious pearl in the depths of the ocean, but it is worth the search.
The woman’s feeling of self-worth, her inner confidence, and selfknowledge make her husband secure, as expressed in the second verse.
He knows that he can leave home because all will be taken care of in a
superlative manner. Just as the word shallal, “booty,” implies an
unexpected prize or treasure – so too the abilities and performance of
the eshet chayil far surpass her husband’s expectations. (Hirsch)
The eshet chayil is also wise, because she knows how to get what she
wants. “... ”גמלתהוַטובַולאַרע- “she repays him with good and not bad”:
When her husband is good to her, she pays him back in kind, but when
he is unkind, she still treats him well. This shows the woman’s
understanding of the psychology of human relationships and what is
ultimately to her benefit. If she were to repay her husband’s evil with
evil of her own, her actions would start a vicious cycle until all the
goodness would leave the marriage, leaving nothing but two people
using their energies to find ways to take revenge on each other. Instead,
by repaying even her husband’s unkindness with goodness, she
prevents that cycle and inspires him to return the favor.
The second stanza, according to Toy, includes verses 13-15 and deals
with the woman’s industrial pursuits in her household:
(13) She looks for wool and flax,
And sets her hand to them with a will.
(14) She is like a merchant fleet, Bringing
her food from afar.
(15) She rises while it is still night,
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ַָׁהַצמֶׁרַּו ִּפש ִּ ְָ֑תים
ָ֣ ֶׁ (יג)ַַּ֭דָׁ ְרש
ִּ֝ו ַ֗תעׂשַב ֵ ְָ֣חפֶׁץַכפֶׁ ָֽיהָׁ׃
ַָֹ֣ותַסֹוחר
(יד)ַ ַּ֭ ָׁהי ְתָׁ הַ ָׁכ ֳאנִּי
ָ֑ ֵ
ִּ֝ ִּממ ְֶׁר ַָׁ֗חקַתָׁ ִּבֵּ֥יאַלחְמָׁ ָּֽה׃
ַֹודַליְלָׁה
ַ֗ (טו)ַו ָׁ ִ֤תקָׁםַ׀ַב ְ֬ע

And supplies provisions for her
household, The daily fare of her maids.

ֵַַיתּה
ָ֑ ָׁ ןַט ֶׁרףַ ְלב
ָ֣ ֶׁ ותִּ ֵ ָ֣ת
ְִּ֝ו ַ֗ח ֹקַלְנעֲר ֶֹׁתָֽיהָׁ׃

In verse 13: “ – ”דרשהַצמרַופשתיםShe is motivated and self-reliant, and
does not wait for raw materials to be brought to her; instead, she seeks
out wool and flax on her own. “ – ”ותעשַבחפץַכפיהHer motivation is so
high and she is so enthusiastic about what she is doing that it is as if her
hands have a will of their own and are anxious to get to work. Verse 14
describes the great lengths she goes to on her family’s behalf, “as
symbolized by the merchant who sails to far-off places.” (Scherman) She
eagerly gets up before dawn to give food to her family and her servants.
This final verse of the stanza indicates that her priorities are in the
correct order: first she takes care of her family, but she also shows
compassion to her servants and feeds them well.
The next stanza includes verses 16-18 and discusses the financial
enterprises of the eshet chayil:
(16) She sets her mind on an estate and
acquires it; She plants a vineyard by
her own labors.
(17) She girds herself with strength,
And performs her tasks with vigor.
(18) She sees that her business thrives;
Her lamp never goes out at night.

ַׂשדֶׁ הַותִּ ק ֵ ָָׁ֑חהּו
ָׁ ַּ֭ ַ(טז)ַזָׁמ ָׁ ְָ֣מה
יַכ ֶַׁ֗פיהַָׁנטעַ[ ָׁ ָ֣נ ְטעָׁה]ַכָׁ ֶָֽׁרם׃
ִּ֝ ִּמפ ִּ ְֵּ֥ר
ַָׁ(יז)ַ ָׁ ָֽחג ָׁ ְָ֣רהַבְעָ֣ ֹוזַמָׁתְ ֶׁנָ֑יה
ַַֹעֹותָֽיהָׁ׃
ֶׁ ִּ֝ותְ א ֵַ֗מץַזְר
ִַּי־טֹובַסח ָׁ ְָ֑רּה
ָ֣ (יח)ַ ַּ֭ ָׁט ֲעמָׁהַכ
לָֽא־יִּכ ֶׁ ְָ֖בהַבלילַ[ב ָ֣ליְלָׁה]ַנ ָׁ ֵָֽרּה׃

Rav Hirsch explains the opening phrase of the stanza: “The literal
meaning of  זמםis to produce great and far-reaching achievements from
small and seemingly humble beginnings. Here it implies that the
woman, through constant thrift, has managed to accumulate savings
sufficient to purchase a field.” The verse continues “ַ מפרי ַכפיה נטע
(נטעה) ַכרם,” “she plants a vineyard by her own labors.” Though
purchasing fields and planting vineyards are typically male pursuits, as
hinted by writing “plant” in the masculine form, she engages in these
activities. She has entered the workplace and is pursuing a career
usually open only to men.
Once she has her vineyard, she gathers up her skirts with a girdle or belt
(“ )”חגרהַבעוזַמתניהin order to oversee or do the work there herself. Her
zeal makes her arms strong (“)”ותאמץַזרועותיה. When she learns by trial
and error and does well in the man’s world of business, and sees she is
making a good profit, she continues to work through the night. (Toy)
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The fourth stanza, verses 19-22, describes her provision for both her
household and the poor:
(19) She sets her hand to the distaff;
Her fingers work the spindle.
(20) She gives generously to the poor;
Her hands are stretched out to the
needy.
(21) She is not worried for her
household because of snow,
For her whole household is dressed in
crimson.
(22) She makes covers for herself; Her
clothing is linen and purple.

ִַּישֹור
ָ֑ )ַי ָׁדֶׁ יהַָׁשִּ ל ָׁ ְָ֣חהַבכ
ַּ֭ (יט
ַַָׁתמְ כּוַפָׁ ָֽלְֶׁך׃
ָ֣ ָׁ ְִּ֝וכ ֶַׁ֗פיה
ַ(כ)ַ ַּ֭כפָּׁהַפ ְָׁר ָׁ ָׂ֣שהַ ֶׁל ָׁע ִּנָ֑י
ְִַַּ֝וי ָׁדֶַׁ֗ יהַָׁשִּ ל ְָׁחֵּ֥הַלָׁ ָֽאֶׁ ְבי ָֹֽון׃
ֵַיתּה
ָ֣ ָׁ (כא)ַלא־תִּ ָׁ ָ֣יראַ ְלב
ַַמִּ ָׁ ָ֑שלֶׁג
ִַּכֵּ֥יַכָׁל־ ִּ֝ ֵביתַָׁ֗ ּהַלָׁבֵּ֥שַשָׁ ִּנ ָֽים׃
ַה־לָּ֑ה
ָׁ ֵָּׁ֥יםַעָֽׂשְ ת
ָׁ (כב)ַמ ְרב ִּד
ְבּושָּֽה׃
ָׁ ְַארג ָׁ ָָׁ֣מןַל
ְ ֵ ָ֖ששַו

She spins to make clothing for her family, and also spreads out her palm
to the poor man so he can take what he needs. For the evyon, poorer
than the ani, she takes the initiative, stretching her hands out to him to
offer what he needs. (Scherman)
The people in her household do not fear the cold because they are
dressed in scarlet, a warm color and a symbol of luxury. Alternatively,
" "שניםcould mean “”שְני ִּם: they are dressed in doubled garments to
keep them warm. At the same time, she also makes beautiful
bedspreads for herself and does not give up her own luxuries. She
dresses herself in the highest quality fabrics, such as linen and wool. Her
clothing reflects her personal dignity.
Verse 23 seems to stand alone, with no apparent connection to the
other verses in the poem: “Her husband is known at the gates, when he
sits among the wise elders.” He wears the fine clothing his wife made
for him, and receives recognition as a result of his wife’s encouraging
him to seek wisdom. In this verse, the eshet chayil is not recognized
herself for her fine achievements, but gains recognition through her
husband. The people in the community look at him and speculate that
since he is such a fine person, there must be a good wife standing
behind him and supporting him.
Verse 24 appears to belong with verses 19-22 because it builds on the
industriousness and commercial activities of the eshet chayil.
(Metzudos) “רַוחֲגַ֗ ֹורַנָׁתְ נָׁ ֵּ֥הַלָֽכְנ ֲע ִּנ ָֽי
ִּ֝ ֹ  "ס ִּ ָָׁ֣דיןַ ַּ֭ ָׁעׂשְתָׁ הַותִּ מ ְָ֑כ- She makes a cloak or
shirt, and a belt, to sell to the merchants. She not only provides for
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herself and her family, but she has made a surplus that she sells for
profit.
Stanza number 6, verses 25-27, talks about the wisdom and prosperity
of the eshet chayil:
(25) She is clothed with strength and
splendor; She looks to the future
cheerfully.
(26) Her mouth is full of wisdom, Her
tongue with kindly teaching.
(27) She oversees the activities of her
household And never eats the bread of
idleness.

ְַבּושּה
ָ֑ ָׁ (כה)ַע ֹז־ ְוה ָָׁׁדֵּ֥רַל
ׂשְחקַ ְליָֹ֣וםַַאח ֲָֽרֹון׃
ַ֗ ִִּּ֝ות
ַ(כו)ַ ַּ֭ ִּפיהַָׁפָׁתְ ָׁ ָ֣חהַ ְב ָׁחכ ָׁ ְָ֑מה
וְתָֽ ֹורת־ ִּ֝ ַ֗ ֶׁחסֶׁדַעל־לְשֹונָׁ ָּֽה׃
ַ(כז)ַ ַּ֭צֹו ִּפי ָׁהַ ֲהלִּיכָ֣ ֹות
ֶַׁםַעצ ְַ֗לּותַלָ֣ א
ִּ֝ ֵיתּהַוְלֶׁ ֵּ֥ח
ָ֑ ָׁ ב
ת ֹאכֵ ָֽל׃

Conscientiousness and kindness shine forth and these qualities make up
her strength. (Hirsch) Her strength and honor also come from her firm
financial position as a well-established businesswoman in the
community. Therefore, in her latter days, she remains happy because
she has provided herself with everything she needs at this time of life
and she is not dependent on others for her care.
All her statements are wisdom; she encourages people to do acts of
kindness. She supervises her household to make sure they are following
the right path. She is not lazy, but continues working even though she is
already wealthy. (Greenstone)
The seventh stanza, verses 28 and 29, deals with the recognition she
receives from her family.
(28) Her children declare her happy;
Her husband praises her,
(29) “Many women have done well,
But you surpass them all.”

ַַָׁ(כח)ַ ָׁ ָ֣קמּוַ ַּ֭ ָׁבנֶׁיהַָׁוָֽי ְאש ְָ֑רּוה
ִּ֝ב ְע ַָׁ֗לּהַוָֽי ְהָֽ ְללָּׁה׃
ַַׂשּוַחי ִּל
(כט)ַרבָ֣ ֹותַ ַּ֭ ָׁב
ָ֑ ָׁ נֹותַע
ָ֣ ָׁ
ְִּ֝ו ַ֗אתְ ַע ִָּׁלֵּ֥יתַעל־כלָׁ ָֽנָׁה׃

Often, people in one’s family see an individual’s flaws, yet the eshet
chayil’s family praises her because her merits far outweigh her
shortcomings. According to Rav Hirsch, “ ”אשרdenotes progress and
forward movement from one success to another. In other words, she
educates her children to the level where they achieve independence
and are able to deal with whatever life may bring to them.
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Many women have acquired wealth and accomplishments, but she
surpasses them all.
The last stanza, verses thirty and thirty-one, is a laudatory summing up
of the characteristics of the eshet chayil and the author’s personal point
of view on women.
(30) Grace is deceptive, Beauty is illusory;
ְַהבֶׁל
ַָ֣ ֶׁ ֶׁרַהחֵןַו
ַּ֭ (ל)ַ ֶׁ ָ֣שק
It is for her fear of the LORD That a
ַ'ִּשהַי ְִּרַאת־ה
ֵּ֥ ָׁ ה ָ֑י ֹפִּיַא
woman is to be praised.
ִּ ָ֣היאַתִּ תְ הלָׁ ָֽל׃
(31) Extol her for the fruit of her hand,
ַ(לא)ַתְ נּו־ ַּ֭ ָׁלּהַ ִּמפ ִּ ְָ֣רי
And let her works praise her in the gates. ַשע ִּ ָָׁ֣רים
ְ י ֶׁ ָָׁ֑דיהַָׁוִּ ָֽיהלְלָ֖ ּוהַָׁב

:מע ֲֶׁׂשָֽי ַָׁה
Charm and beauty are not what is most important in life. Beauty passes;
it does not last forever - so if beauty is the only cause of your happiness
with your wife, you will not be happy for very long. ' יראתַהis the most
important characteristic a woman needs. “... ”תנו ַלה- Let her have
recognition for her industry and skill. (Toy) There is no need to recite
her praises; her deeds are testimony to her virtue. (Scherman)
Every Friday night, men all over the world sing Eshet Chayil to their
wives. Each week, we remind ourselves that the important traits
delineated in this popular, timeless poem – creativity, independence,
nurturance, and self-reliance – are desirable traits for both men and
women.
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Avinu Malkeinu: A Parent's Perspective
Deena Israeli1
Avinu Malkeinu! Chatanu lefanecha. Avienu Malkanu! Ein lanu Melech
elah Atah. Our Father, our King! We have sinned before you. Our
Father, our King! We have no King except You.
My oldest, my bechor, recently became a bar mitzvah. This Yom Kippur
will be the first time the Heavenly Court will hold him responsible for his
own actions. Every time he annoys his brothers or starts up with his
sisters, G-d will take out the proverbial red marker. Did I do enough to
prepare him, to help him understand what it means to listen G-d’s laws
instead of our own desires?
Avinu Malkeinu! Our Father, Our King!
I reflect upon my year, sort through my actions, make a list of my
shortcomings, and realize I have yet again failed to entirely accomplish
one thing on my list. I have the same list as last year, the same list as the
year before. Honestly, it is the same list I had before I was married, and
the same list I have had since junior high. How can I expect my son to
stretch himself so, when I still have the voice of a stubborn, angry fiveyear-old inside of me?
However, it is precisely because he is Avinu, Our Father, that He is in the
unique position to be Malkeinu, Our King, and judge us. Parents know
their children in some ways better than the children know themselves.
They know what unique struggles they faced at the age of five that
helped shape them into the teenager that gets angry, and the parent
that stubbornly refuses to change. They recognize and appreciate each
facial expression. Parents can comprehend each struggle, each baby
step forward, each fall backward.
The concept of G-d as our Father is perhaps more accessible to us
nowadays than G-d as a King.

1
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The word “king” calls to mind images of distant rulers who punish
iniquity and who strike fear in the hearts of their subjects. Is this an
accurate view of G-d and our relationship with Him as our King?
The Mishna in Rosh Hashana (3:5) relates a disagreement about the
order of blessings in mussaf of Rosh Hashana, which sheds light on our
relationship with G-d as our King:

ַ ַוְכֹולֵל ַמלְכּויֹות, ַאֹומֵ ר ַָאבֹות ַּוגְבּורֹות ַּוקְדשת ַהשֵ ם:סֵדֶׁ ר ַב ְָׁרכֹות
ַַ.ֶׁןַנּורי
ִּ ַדִּ ב ְֵריַרבִּיַיֹו ָׁחנָׁןַב...ַַוְתֹוקֵ ע, קְדשתַהיֹום.ַַוְאֵ ינֹוַתֹוקֵ ע,עִּמָׁ הֶׁן
ַ ַוְכֹולֵל, ַאֹומֵ ר ַָאבֹות ַּוגְבּורֹות ַּוקְדשת ַהשֵַם...ַ :ָאמר ַלֹו ַרבִּי ַעֲקִּ יבָׁא
ַ.ַַוְתֹוקֵ ע,מלְכּויֹותַעִּםַקְ דשתַהיֹום
The order of the blessings [to be said during the silent prayer
of musaf - the additional prayer service - on Rosh Hashanah is as
follows]: one says avot and gevurot and kedushat Hashem, and
includes malkhiot with them, and does not blow [the shofar;
then] kedushat hayom [the standard middle blessing, which
focuses on the holiness of the day], and [then] he blows… so
says Rabbi Yochanan ben Nuri.
Rabbi Akiva said … one says avot and gevurot and kedushat
Hashem, and [then] includes malkhiot with kedushat hayom,
and [then] blows [the shofar]… (Text and translation adapted
from www.sefaria.org})
Where does the Malchuyot section, listing pesukim highlighting G-d’s
kingship, belong?
Rabbi Yochanan ben Nuri sees a connection between Malchuyot and
Kedushat Hashem, and would therefore recite that section of pesukim
immediately after the bracha of Ata Kadosh.
The “Atah Kadosh” blessing includes several paragraphs on the Yamim
Noraim that are not part of the text during the rest of the year,
beginning: U’v’chein tein pachdicha …al kol ma’asecha, v’eimtcha al kol
ma shebarata. And with this, place Your fear… upon all Your works, and
Your dread upon all that You created.
Rabbi Yochanan ben Nuri views G-d in this light, as an imposing ruler
who inspires fear in all that he created. Our service is that of obligation,
of a subject to a sovereign. It is forced upon us, as when Har Sinai was
raised up above us and G-d demanded we accept the Torah or be
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destroyed (Shabbos 88a). One hopes this type of service will eventually
become whole-hearted, la’asot ritzoncha b’leivav shaleim, as it did
when we reaccepted the Torah voluntarily in the days of Achashverosh
(ibid.).
The Rambam writes in Hilchot Teshuva (6:3) that it is possible for a
person to be so evil that G-d will prevent him from repenting. According
to a well-known Kabbalistic tradition, this almost happened to the Jews
in Egypt: they were in danger of descending below the forty-ninth level
of tumah, and G-d hastened their redemption to prevent them from
reaching irredeemable levels. As the lengthier Atah Kadosh blessing
continues, such pure evil must therefore be eradicated from the face of
the earth before man can be redeemed before G-d: “All wickedness will
vanish like smoke when You remove the rule of evil…and You, G-d, will
rule alone…” (See Noraot HaRav, Volume 15, pp 25-26.) In this light,
Malchuyot can be understood as a declaration that G-d will establish His
kingdom again, regardless of what man does.
Rabbi Yochanan is of the opinion that we should not blow the shofar
when reciting Malchuyot, because we are not coronating G-d, as it
were, at this point in the tefilla. Rather, we are expressing how our fear
of G-d precipitated our recognition of Him and our subsequent
submission to His will. This fear will ultimately bring us to the day that
we will be able to serve G-d the way He intended, out of love, b’lev
shalem, with a complete heart in His mikdash in Yerushalyim.
Although we do acknowledge Rabbi Yochanan’s opinion in the shemona
esrai by integrating this introduction to Malchuyot into the bracha of
Kedushas Hashem, the forbidding view of man’s relationship with G-d
expressed here is not the primary approach Anshei Kneset Hagedola
took when formulating the Rosh Hashana davening.
Rabbi Akiva fundamentally disagrees with Rabbi Yochanan ben Nuri’s
approach. He places G-d’s Malchuyot in the bracha of Kedushat Hayom,
the sanctity of the day. According to Rabbi Akiva’s view, in Malchuyot
we anoint G-d as our King and accept his rule wholeheartedly. Yes, He
created us, and yes, He blew the shofar to anoint Himself as King over
us when he gave us the Torah; He will do so again when he brings
Mashiach. But it is we who blow the shofar now. Aleinu l’shabe’ach, it is
upon us to praise our King, Whom we coronate, in Whose Name we call,
the yoke of Whose kingdom we accept upon ourselves. This is in direct
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opposition to Rabbi Yochanan’s top-down approach to Malchuyot.
Rabbi Akiva’s Malchuyot represents worship out of adoration,
veneration out of devotion, and glorification out of adulation. This love
emanates from us. We want G-d. G-d, our King, to look at us and
reflects that love back, saying, “I am also your Father.”
It is this idea I wish to impart to my son. Is he ready to face G-d and say,
“Look at how much I have accomplished in such a short amount of
time?” Is he, as a member of Klal Yisrael and as an individual, ready to
be role model for the whole world? Is he ready to say to the world, to
G-d Himself, “G-d is my King and I anoint You”?
My son, it is not that we serve G-d only because we have to, because it
is imposed on us and demanded of us. Rather, it is primarily out of love
for the One who created us with all of our flaws, all of our struggles, and
all of our desires. We need to be mamlich Him, to acknowledge Him as
King by declaring “asei l’ma’ancha” – save us for Your sake - because as
King and as our Father, You know what is best for us. Although now you
may feel like serving G-d is imposed upon you and you may not have
much choice, avodas Hashem is a process. Hopefully, you will come to
realize you want G-d as much as G-d wants you.
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Coping With Life the Torah Way
An exploration of resilience
through the prism of female role models in the Tanach
Dr. Leonie Jacob1
Day-to-day life is becoming increasingly complex and unpredictable.
Information and advice are available in overabundance, yet it often
remains unclear how to sift through and apply them to real-life
situations. This has resulted in a population which is less and less able to
cope with the challenges of daily living. A paper published in the year
20002 indicated that average school children in the 1980s reported
more anxiety than child psychiatric patients from the 1950s, and things
have just been getting worse since then.
Thankfully, there is a whole slew of self-help books, articles, and
lectures which offer a solution – the way to cope with life is by
developing “resiliency.”
A wonderful solution. Except that it is not entirely clear exactly what
“resiliency” means, let alone how one is supposed to achieve it. In fact,
simply defining “resiliency” is considered one of the most pressing
questions in resiliency research. The plenary session at the 2013
meeting of the International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies dealt
with this very issue in a panel of four professionals from different
disciplines. Each of these panelists - a psychologist, a psychiatrist, a
professor of child development, and a professor of anthropology offered a different approach to defining resiliency, its determinants, and
the most effective ways to enhance it.3
As a Torah community, we have to ask ourselves – how does the Torah
address this subject? What does the Torah have to say about resiliency?

1

Dr Leonie Jacob is originally from Australia, where she worked as a physician, medical
writer, and Torah educator. She is currently involved in both medical and Torah
education. Leonie moved to Cleveland three years ago with her husband, Simcha and
her two children, Avi & Yaffa.
2
Twenge, J.M. The age of anxiety? Birth cohort change in anxiety and neuroticism,
1952-1993. Journal of personality and social psychology.2000:79(6): 1007-1021.
3
Resilience definitions, theory and challenges: interdisciplinary perspectives:
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4185134/pdf/EJPT-5-25338.pdf
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At first glance, the answer is…nothing. The Torah doesn’t really directly
deal with this concept at all. The Torah has no word for resiliency and
and offers no explicit instructions as to how to attain this trait. One
might be forgiven for believing that perhaps the Torah has nothing to
say about the subject.
Nevertheless, as Ben Bag Bag says, “Hafoch bah va’hafoch bah, d’chola
bah”– turn it over and turn it over – for everything is contained within it
(Avot 5:22). In that spirit, let’s embark upon a journey together to
examine the lives of three female Biblical characters, and perhaps, we
can piece together a Torah approach to the modern concept of
resiliency.
Miriam
Let’s first turn our attention to Miriam bat Amram, the sister of Moshe
and Aharon.
Yalkut Shimoni Shemot 162
And they embittered their lives: …and
the woman became pregnant and she
bore a daughter, and she called her
name ‘Miriam’ [for] in those days the
Egyptians began “to embitter” the
lives of the Children of Israel.

ילקוט שמעוני שמות קסב
ַ
ַַ:""וימררו את חייהם
וילך איש מבית לוי ותהר
האשה ותלד בת ותקרא את
שמה מרים בימים ההם החלו
.המצרים למרר חיי בני ישראל

Miriam was born into a time of national crisis. It was “in Miriam’s time”
– presumably, around the time of her birth – that the dimensions of
embitterment and oppression appeared in the Jews’ formerly
comfortable lives in Egypt, culminating in Pharoh’s horrific decree that
all baby boys be drowned.
One can only surmise that the pervading feeling throughout the people
of Israel at this time was hopelessness. In fact, according to midrashic
tradition, that was exactly how the leadership responded, with Amram
famously divorcing his wife and inspiring many other men to do the
same.
Miriam, however, stood out as the individual who adapted well in the
face of adversity and trauma. She not only refused to allow
hopelessness to set in, but actually inspired the others around her.
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Yalkut Shimoni Shemot 165

ילקוט שמעוני שמות קסב

“And a man from the house of Levi went.”
Where did he go? He went in (accordance
with) the advice of his daughter.
We learn that Amram was the leader of
his generation, and when he saw that
Pharaoh said “all boys that are born [shall
be cast into the Nile river],” he (Amram)
said “we are toiling for naught.” He stood
up and divorced his wife. Everyone (else)
stood up and divorced their wives.
His daughter said to him: “Father, your
decree is harsher than that of Pharaoh!
Pharaoh decreed only on the males, but
you are decreeing on the males and
females. Pharaoh only decreed in this
world, but your decree is in this world and
the next. Pharaoh is wicked - it is doubtful
whether his decree will be fulfilled; but
you are righteous, and your decree will be
fulfilled…!” He stood up and remarried his
wife; they all stood up and remarried their
wives……

"ַלהיכן."וילך איש מבית לוי
ַ.הלך? שהלך בעצת בתו
. עמרם גדול הדור היה:תנא
כיון שראה שאמר פרעה "כל
 לשוא אנו:" אמר,הבן הילוד
עמלים!ַעמד וגרש את
אשתו; עמדו כולן וגרשו את
ַ .נשותיהן
 אבא גזרתך קשה:א"ל בתו
משל פרעה! שפרעה לא גזר
 ואתה גוזר,אלא על הזכרים
. על הזכרים ועל הנקבות
,פרעה לא גזר אלא בעוה"ז
ואתה גזרת בעולם הזה
ַפרעה רשע.ובעולם הבא
,ַספק מתקיימת גזרתו-ַהוא
ספק אינה מתקיימת; ואתה
!... וגזרתך מתקיימת,צדיק
עמד והחזיר את אשתו; עמדו
…כולן והחזירו את נשותיהן

ַ

The story doesn’t end there. Moshe is born, and three months later it
becomes apparent that he can no longer be hidden from danger.
Miriam is cast into a situation of a different type of adversity:
Mech. of R’ Yishmael, Beshalach 10

מכילתא דר' ישמעאל בשלח י
ַ

“And she could no longer hide him.”
Her father rejected her and said to her,
“My daughter, where is your prophecy
(now)?!” But she still stayed strong in
her prophecy, as it says “And his sister
stood from afar to know what would
happen to him.”

"ַנזף בה."ולא יכלה עוד הצפינו
 היכן, "בתי,אביה; אמרַלה
נבואותיך?" ועודה מחזקת
 שנאמרַ"ותתצב,בנבואתה
אחותו מרחוק לדעה מה יעשה
".לו
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Miriam stood by her prophecy. She never gave up. She demonstrated a
remarkable strength, captured by a beautiful passage in Midrash
Mishlei:
Midrash Mishlei Section 31:36
V17: “She girds her loins with strength”
– This is Miriam, who before Moshe
was born, said “My mother will bear a
son who will save Israel.” When he was
born and the burden of the king
became heavy upon them, her father
tapped her on her head and said to her
“Where is your prophecy?” and he
stood and spat in her face - but even
with all this, she strengthened herself
in her prophecy, as it says “And his
sister stood herself from afar…”

לו:מדרש משלי (בובר) לא
"ַזו.]יז[ "חגרה בעז מתניה
 שקודם שנולד משה,מרים
אמרה "עתידה אמי שתלד בן
"ַכיון.שמושיע את ישראל
,שנולד וכבד עליהם עול מלכות
.עמד אביה וטפחה על ראשה
ועמד,"!? היכן נבואתיך,אמר לה
 היא, ועם כל זאת- וירק בפניה
 דכתיב,מתאמצת בנבואתה
"."ותתצב אחותו מרחוק

Miriam personifies what many people initially think of when they hear
the word “resilience.” She is the beacon of light, adapting to the
circumstances and inspiring everyone else to follow her path. She never
once falters, she never wavers, she never collapses or even cries.
Her story represents the resiliency defined by Rachel Yehuda, a
professor of psychiatry and neuroscience on the panel at the meeting of
the International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies. She defined
resiliency as “a process of moving forward and not returning back” and
believes it is determined primarily by biology. Miriam doesn’t go
through any process of developing resiliency – she just is resilient. For
some people, resiliency is an inherent character trait, something with
which they are born.
Chana
Chana is a different character entirely. We are introduced to her, at the
beginning of the book of Shmuel, as one of two wives of a prominent
individual named Elkanah. He loves her very much, and gives her more
gifts of food than he gives his other wife, Penina. However, as we are
told repeatedly, she is childless; Hashem has closed her womb.
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Miriam’s struggle took place in the context of a national crisis, together
with her wider community. Chana, on the other hand, suffers a specific
personal crisis – that of infertility.

שמואל א פרק א

Samuel 1, Chapter 1
V7: This he did year after year. Every time
she (Chana) would go up to the house of Gd, she (Penina) would taunt her and she
(Chana) would weep and not eat.

ז( וכן יעשה שנה בשנה מדי
עלתה בבית יקוק תכעסנה
:ותבכה ולא תאכל

Year in, year out, she goes with her family to the House of G-d in Shilo
and is verbally abused by her co-wife Penina, reducing her to a state of
tears and and inability to eat. Looking closely at the text, there is no
indication that this prompts her to any kind of constructive response
throughout the years. Her response remains simply to cry and not eat.
The turning point comes when Elkanah eventually says to her “Chana –
why so sad? Am I not better to you than ten sons?”
Samuel 1, Chapter 1
V8: And Elkanah her husband said to
her, “Chana why do you cry and why
don’t you eat? Why are you so sad? Am
I not better for you than ten sons?
V9: And Chana got up after she ate in
Shiloh and after she drank, and Eli the
Priest was sitting on the chair at the
doorpost of the sanctuary of G-d.
V10: And her soul was embittered and
she davened (on/against) G-d and cried
(intensely).

שמואל א פרק א
ח(ַויאמר לה אלקנה אישה חנה
למה תבכי ולמה לא תאכלי ולמה
ירע לבבך הלוא אנכי טוב לך
:מעשרה בנים
ט( ותקם חנה אחרי אכלה בשלה
ואחרי שתה ועלי הכהן ישב על
:הכסא על מזוזת היכל יקוק
י(ַוהיא מרת נפש ותתפלל על
:יקוק ובכה תבכה

For the first time in years, Chana eats and drinks, then gets up and
heads to the house of Hashem where she davens and cries.
Something fundamental has changed. Elkanah’s rhetorical question
seems to have caused something to snap inside of her. Chana becomes
steeled with a new determination she didn’t previously have. This
feeling that she is the only one left willing to act inspires her, and so act
she does.
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At first glance the action doesn’t appear so dramatic. OK, she forces
herself to eat something, she moves to a different location, and she
continues to cry.
A closer analysis of the text in this verse, however, hints to something
else.
When Chana davens, we would have expected the text to tell us that
she davened TO Hashem. But it doesn’t. It says that she davened “on”
Hashem – perhaps even “against” Hashem. The Gemara describes the
interaction:

:תלמוד בבלי ברכות לא

B. Talmud Brachot 31b
Chana said before G-d, “Master of the
universe, if You have seen, good, and if
not, You WILL see! I will go and seclude
myself before Elkanah my husband;
since I (will have) secluded myself, he
will have to give me the sotah waters
to drink, and You don’t want to make
Your Torah a forgery – as it says, ’she
will be cleansed and will bear seed.’”

אמרה חנה לפני הקדוש ברוך
, אם ראה, "רבונו של עולם,הוא
אלך, ! תראה, ואם לאו,מוטב
;ואסתתר בפני אלקנה בעלי
 משקו לי מי,וכיון דמסתתרנא
 ואי אתה עושה תורתך,סוטה
 'ונקתה, שנאמר- פלסתר
"'.ונזרעה זרע

Chana isn’t pleading helplessly before G-d. She’s giving Him an
ultimatum! “G-d, You give me a son, or else I will reveal You to be a
fraud!” Them’s fighting words! She cries harder than she has ever cried
before – apparent through the double formulation, bacho tivkeh. This
emphatic description of her tears seems to indicate some kind of
cathartic process, as she then emerges from the experience a different
person:
Samuel 1, Chapter 1
V18…And the woman went on her
way, and she ate and her face was
not as it had been.

שמואל א פרק א
יח(ַותאמר תמצא שפחתך חן בעיניך
ותלך האשה לדרכה ותאכל ופניה לא
:היו לה עוד

This picture painted of Chana’s journey does not immediately gel with
the classic understanding we have of resilience – a person who quickly
recovers from setbacks and moves on with their life. She spends years
suffering without taking positive action, and when she is spurred to
Clilei Torah of Cleveland

action, it is because a third party rejected her and her emotional reality.
Nevertheless, she does recover and goes home victorious. She displays
resiliency more in line with the definition provided by Catherine PanterBrick, a professor of anthropology, in which “resiliency” is understood
not just as an attribute or capacity, but as a process. The determinant of
resiliency according to this definition is a sense of hope that the future
will be better than the past and present.
Chana’s persistent hope is rewarded when she is blessed soon after
these events with her much-desired son. Her personal crisis has been
resolved; she recovers and can move on.

Leah
Finally, let’s turn our attention to Leah. Leah comes on the scene as
Lavan’s older daughter who has “soft eyes.” Rashi famously quotes the
Gemara in Bava Batra which informs us that she has soft eyes because
she was continuously crying over her lot in life. She believed she was
destined to be the wife of an evil man and she couldn’t conceive of such
a reality, pleading with Hashem to not let her end up in his domain.

.תלמוד בבלי בבא בתרא קכג

B. Talmud Bava Batra 123a
“And Leah’s eyes were soft” – What
does it mean, “soft”?... Rav says, “It
certainly means actually soft, and is
not a denigration but a praise for her.
She had heard at the crossroads that
people were saying “Rivkah has two
sons, Lavan has two daughters; the
elder shall be for the elder and the
younger for the younger.” She would
sit at the crossroads and ask, “What
are the deeds of the elder?” (She was
told) He is an evil man who robs
people. “And what are the deeds of
the younger?” He is a simple man
who dwells in tents.” And she cried
until her eyelashes fell out.

?" מאי רכות."ועיני לאה רכות
 לעולם רכות: רב אמר...
ולא גנאי הוא לה אלא, ממש
 שהיתה שומעת,שבח הוא לה
על פרשת דרכים בני אדם שהיו
אומרים "שני בנים יש לה
; שתי בנות יש לו ללבן,לרבקה
".גדולה לגדול וקטנה לקטן
והיתה יושבת על פרשת דרכים
"? "גדול מה מעשיו,ומשאלת
. מלסטם בריות,איש רע הוא
"קטן מה מעשיו?" איש תם
 והיתה בוכה עד.יושב אוהלים
.שנשרו ריסי עיניה
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Bereshit Rabbah, VaYetze 70:16
“And the eyes of Leah were soft”… and
she would cry and say “Please Hashem,
don’t let me fall into the lot of the wicked
one.”…

טז:בראשית רבה (וילנא) ע
 והיתה...ועיני לאה רכות
בוכה ואומרת יהי רצון שלא
...אפול בגורלו של רשע

Her prayers are answered: she ends up not only not marrying Esav, but
becoming the first wife of Yaakov.
Yet, when the dust settles, it becomes apparent that she continues to
exist within a reality of ongoing difficulty, competing with her sister for
her husband’s affection…and losing. Unlike Miriam’s situation of
national crisis, or Chana’s specific personal crisis, Leah’s entire day-in,
day-out existence is one of ongoing stress. Her stress may be less
intense than theirs, but it resembles a drip of water that can, over time,
create grooves in stone. She is constantly yearning for things to be
different – for her husband to love her. Every encounter we have with
Leah is heart-breaking:

בראשית פרק כט

Genesis Ch. 29
V32: And Leah became pregnant and bore
a son, and she called his name Reuven, for
she said “Hashem has seen my suffering;
(maybe) now my husband will love me.”
V33: And she became pregnant again and
she bore a son, and she said “For Hashem
has heard that I am hated, and He gave
me also this one,” and she called his name
“Shimon.”
V34: And she became pregnant again and
she bore a son and she said “Now, this
time, my husband will accompany me, for
I have born him three sons!” and so she
called his name Levi.

לבַ(ַותהר לאה ותלד בן
ותקרא שמו ראובן כי אמרה
כי ראה יקוק בעניי כי עתה
:יאהבני אישי
לג (ַותהר עוד ותלד בן
ותאמר כי שמע יקוק כי
שנואה אנכי ויתן לי גם את
:זה ותקרא שמו שמעון
לד (ַותהר עוד ותלד בן
ותאמר עתה הפעם ילוה אישי
אלי כי ילדתי לו שלשה בנים
:על כן קרא שמו לוי

“Maybe NOW my husband will love me?”
“Hashem heard that I am still hated.”
“Maybe now my husband will accompany me?”
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Then something suddenly changes. The next verse, when she has her
fourth son, demonstrates a different Leah.

בראשית פרק כט

Genesis Chapter 29
V35: And she became pregnant again
and she bore a son and she said, “This
time I thank Hashem.” Therefore she
called his name Yehuda. And she
stopped giving birth.

לה (ַותהר עוד ותלד בן ותאמר
הפעם אודה את יקוק על כן
קראה שמו יהודה ותעמד
:מלדת

Instead of focusing on herself – on her own difficulties, challenges and
lack – her attitude shifts to one of gratitude. Leah no longer names her
children out of a fragile sense of relationship with Yaakov, but from a
place of strength in her relationship with G-d. For the first time, she
begins to understand that even things which are unpleasant or difficult
may be gifts from G-d. She begins to understand the significance of her
life and role within the Jewish people, thanks to the kindness of
Hashem.
Unlike Miriam and Chana, who live to see their crises and difficulties
resolved – Leah lives with hers for the remainder of her life. Her
situation never changes - Yakov still loves Rachel more. Yet Leah has
managed to accept the reality for what it is, put it to one side, and focus
on the good.4 It is this shift in perspective that brings her to a recovery –
an ability to look forward.
The next number of verses regarding Leah5 show her taking action to
ensure that she is able to continue her role – as the progenitor of the
bulk of the people of Israel. She gives her maidservant to her husband
and names the children born of that union. She actively bargains with
Rachel for a night with their husband, and conceives again as a result.
She just gets on with the task of living - resiliency at its essence.
Leah’s personal brand of resiliency seems to be more in line with the
definition provided by Dr. Ann Masten, a professor of child
development: “the capacity of a dynamic system to adapt successfully
to disturbances that threaten the viability, development or function of
that system.” This, says, Dr Masten, is embedded in relationships that
4

See: Welcome to Holland
http://www.txp2p.org/resources/library/FamilyStories/Welcome_Holland.pdf
5
Bereshit 30:9-21
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provide emotional security and the feeling that someone has got your
back. In Leah’s case, she finds emotional security in her relationship
with Hashem.

Conclusion
Three characters, three types of stressors, three different journeys.
What do these three women’s lives teach us about the Torah approach
to resiliency?
First, it sheds light on why there may still be such ambiguity in really
pinning down a complete definition of resiliency and its determinants –
because resiliency can take such multiple different forms: an attribute, a
process, moving forward, staying where you are but adapting to the
reality, and more.
But the Torah does much more than just support the findings of various
experts in the field of resiliency research. Although so much about these
three women is so different, there are two points that stand out as
unifying their stories.
In every case, they experience rejection from one of the human beings
that is supposed to be the closest to them: for Miriam – it’s her father;
in the cases of Chana and Leah – their husbands. Yet all three recognize
that they are nevertheless not alone. They have a relationship that
supports them: their relationship with G-d. As David HaMelech says,
“My parents have abandoned me, but G-d has gathered me in” (Tehilim
27:10).
Resiliency in the Torah assumes a tangible, living relationship with G-d.
The other feature that stands out regarding these three women is most
beautifully encapsulated by a description penned by Sherri Mandell, the
mother of Kobi, a 13-year-old boy who was brutally murdered by Arabs
in 2001.
“Resilience is connected to both the words for silence and salience. That
which silenced you, which felt beyond language, now propels you to
find salience: a heightened sense of meaning and significance…”
Each of our three characters in Tanach became greater as a result of
their life trajectories.
Miriam is considered one of the great leaders of Israel:
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.תלמוד בבלי תענית ט

B. Talmud Taanit 9a
Rabbi Yosi said in the name of
Rabbi Yehuda: “Three good
leaders stood for Israel, and they
were: Moshe, Aharon, and
Miriam.”

:רבי יוסי ברבי יהודה אומר
"שלשה פרנסים טובים עמדו
, ואהרן, משה: אלו הן,לישראל
".ומרים

She is also, we are told, one of the six people in history who died by
Divine kiss, and one of seven whose bodies never decomposed.6
Chana is named as one of two women who gave praise of G-d unlike
that of any man.7 The halachot of tefilla that we have today are learned
from her; she brought a whole new understanding of Hashem and our
interaction with Him through her tefilla.
And Leah – she became the mother of most of the tribes of Israel; she is
seen as Yakov’s spiritual eternal wife, who is buried with him in Maarat
HaMachpelah; and she forms the model of what true gratitude of
Hashem really is all about.8
Resiliency from a Torah perspective is not just about recovery from
setbacks and adversity. It’s about taking those setbacks, that adversity
and stress, and viewing them all as opportunities which can help make
us into better people. Resiliency is not just about overcoming – it’s
about BECOMING.

6

Bava Batra 17a
Zohar VaYikra 3:19:2
8
Berachot 7b
7
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Sanctuary for One
Dr. Yosef Rudolph1
This dvar Torah was originally delivered in February 2011, at the shalom zachar
2
for my son, Binyamin.

In Parshas Teruma, Bnei Yisrael are instructed to build a special building
for Hashem: “V’asu li mikdash v’shachanti b’socham” – “And they
should make for me a sanctuary and I will dwell among them” (Shemos
25:8). This is followed by details about the items that would be used in
the Mishkan, as this building would be called, followed by guidelines for
construction of the building itself. The items inside the Mishkan are
familiar to us: the Menorah; the Shulchan (Table); the Mizbach HaZahav
(Golden Altar, also known as the Incense Altar, Mizbach HaKetores); and
the Aron HaKodesh (Holy Ark) further inside, in the Holy of Holies. Each
of these keilim (vessels) has a clear purpose: to light up the room, to
hold the 12 special loaves of bread, to hold the burning incense, and to
house the Luchos that Moshe received at Sinai.
On the one hand, this is all logical. Of course the holy building should
include a lamp. Burning incense was a common ritual practice in the
ancient world. Special food often played a part in rituals. And it is quite
reasonable to place a symbol of the Law, or the connection with the
Divine, in a deeper, more elite compartment.
But there are also deeper explanations for these vessels. I once heard
(although I am unable to recall from whom) that the vessels represent a
face: the Menorah, as the light-giver, represents the eyes; the Golden
Mizbe’ach, with its sweet-scented incense, stands in for the nose; and
the Shulchan, with its bread, of course represents the mouth. The Aron,
hidden in a deeper compartment and containing the source of our
belief, would be the brain. (Alternatively, I have seen some suggest that
the Aron represents ears, since that was from where Moshe heard his
prophecies.)
1

Yosef Rudolph is a neurologist at the Cleveland Clinic. His Torah interests include
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Torah.
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will be referenced at the appropriate point.
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Chiddushei Geonim on Menachos 29 offers a similar explanation in the
name of the Rambam (working off what seems to be a letter from the
Rambam to his son). He suggests that the entire Mishkan, including the
components of the building itself, represents a human body: the Aron is
the heart, the beams in the walls signify ribs, etc.
These parallels are interesting, certainly, but we could ask about their
significance. One explanation is that the parallels remind us to serve
Hashem with all the organs of our bodies. Sifsei Kohen (as quoted in
The Midrash Says) claims the symbolism teaches that we turn ourselves
into sanctuaries when we give ourselves over to Hashem’s service.
Alternatively, we should realize that Hashem is turning His face to us (as
in Birkas Kohanim: “yisa Hashem panav eilecha– May Hashem lift His
face to you…”), and gracing us with His blessing (“veechuneka”).3
I would like to suggest something entirely different, based on several
other midrashim.
First, we need a quick reminder as to what the Mishkan itself was
supposed to be. The classic explanation offered by Midrash Tanchuma
(Tetzaveh 14), as quoted by Rashi (Shemos 31:18), is that the Mishkan
was a response to the Egel HaZahav, the Golden Calf.4 The Jewish
people had created the Calf because they felt they needed a
representation of G-d to replace Moshe, who seemed to have
disappeared. Hashem’s response, after appropriate punishment, was to
grant them the Mishkan. The sin of the Egel demonstrated their drive
to come close, which is a positive desire in itself. Creating a venue to
help build this closeness can also be positive, but a graven image was
the wrong one. G-d’s essence is not a golden statue, but it can be
represented by a special building; most specifically, by a private room
which contains the Torah and which is filled with a cloud of smoke and
incense to indicate that none may approach too closely.
The second midrash to examine is found in the Gemara in Brachos (6a)
and records a discussion about Hashem’s tefillin. Chazal derive from
various verses that G-d wears tefillin, and then try to ascertain its
contents, i.e. which paragraphs are written on the scrolls that must be
3

This is the idea put forward in the AlephBeta video.
Others understand the purpose of the Mishkan differently – see Ramban on Shmos
25:2.
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contained within. The unspoken assumption is that HaKadosh Baruch
Hu does not need tefillin containing the same paragraphs as human
tefillin, with reminders of His Own greatness, His Own Oneness (Shema
Yisrael), or His ability to issue reward and punishment (V’haya im
shamo’a). He is also not commanded to redeem the firstborn or to
celebrate Pesach (Kadesh and V’hayah ki y’viacha). Therefore, state the
Sages, it must be that His tefillin state the praises of Israel! “Mi k’amcha
Yisrael (I Divrei HaYamim 17:21)” and “Happy are you (Devarim 33:29)”
are among the selections. The Gemara establishes that Hashem indeed
sings the praises of the Nation of Israel, and therefore these passages
are fitting contents for G-d’s tefillin.
For our third source, let’s take a look at an apparently unrelated aspect
of the Mishkan. The tzitz was the golden headplate worn by the Kohen
Gadol, and the verse declares it was to be engraved with the words
“kodesh Lashem,” “holy to Hashem” – '( קודש ַלהusing Hashem’s FourLetter Name). This seems straightforward enough, except the Gemara
(Sukkah 5a and Shabbos 63b) says the two words were actually written
on two lines.5 There are several opinions as to how this was actually
arranged. Rashi, commenting on the Gemara in Shabbos, first offers a
straightforward approach: Hashem’s Name was alone on the first line,
and the second line read “kodesh l.” This orientation accords special
honor to the Name, as it is the only word on the upper line. However, it
is grammatically problematic to have a lamed prefix stand alone . Rashi
then cites a Rabbenu Levi as saying the whole phrase was on the lower
line. A marginal comment emends this to clarify that “lashem” – “to
Hashem” – was written on the top line, and the word kodesh alone was
etched on the bottom. This arrangement makes more grammatical and
esthetic sense, which might be why the Rambam (Klei HaMikdash 9:1)
codifies it as halacha. The disadvantage, however, is that it forfeits the
additional honor granted to Hashem’s Name.6
Several decades ago, Rabbi Aryeh Weil, then rabbi of Congregation B’nei
Yeshurun in Teaneck, NJ, offered a unique understanding of these
opinions in a Shabbos morning derasha. It is possible to read the phrase
5
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The Gemara in both places cites a dissenting view as well:

ואמרַרביַאליעזרַברביַיוסיַאניַראיתיוַבעירַרומיַוכתובַקדשַלה׳ַבשיטהַאחת

Tosfos in Sukkah (“Kodesh”) offer an interesting attempt to have the [respectful] text
and read it [clearly], too.
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“holy to Hashem” as the tail end of a longer sentence. The tzitz was
placed over the High Priest’s forehead, implying that it refers either to
the man or to his thoughts: “this man is holy to Hashem” or “his
intentions are holy to Hashem.” Rashbam (Shemos 28:36) points out
that in parallel to Hashem’s name being written on the tzitz, the names
of the Tribes were written on the stones of the breastplate (Choshen)
and the apron (Ephod), to signify that Hashem forgives their sins. If we
were to accept Rambam’s view that the lamed is on the top line of the
tzitz, we could construct a full sentence by reading upwards from
choshen to tzitz: Reuven kodesh lashem, Reuven is holy to G-d. The next
stone could be read similarly: Shimon kodesh lashem. All of the Tribes
would correspondingly be described as holy to Hashem. This idea
would work within Rashi’s understanding as well. However, if the lamed
was actually placed on the bottom line with the word kodesh, as Rashi
first suggests, then it is also possible to reverse the sentences: Hashem
kodesh l’Reuven! Hashem kodesh l’Shimon! Rashi’s understanding of
the layout on the tzitz allows for a two-way declaration of holiness.
What is holiness, if not the state of being set apart for a purpose or an
individual? And just as the Nation of Israel is set aside for HaKadosh
Baruch Hu, G-d Himself is, as it were, set aside… for Israel.
These midrashic ideas can now help understand the
anthropomorphization of the Tabernacle. Our tefillin declare the
praises of G-d, and His extol us; the Kohen Gadol’s garments point out
the mutual relationship between Hashem and Israel; and just as WE
need some kind of representation of G-d in our Temple - He, who
wishes to “dwell among them” in this House, commands that it should
contain a representation… of us.
Further elaboration seems unnecessary at this point. The message is
obvious and clear. “Shuvu elai v’ashuva aleichem” – “Return to Me, and
I will return to you” (Malachi 3:7). The relationship is waiting, and it is
reciprocal: if we take a step towards making ourselves truly holy for G-d,
He will respond by turning towards our “faces” and settling His presence
among us.
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Basic Human Decency:
A Timely Topic for the World Today
Dr. Joseph Steiner1
Based on ideas from Rabbi David Silverberg2 and the Quora website
Much of Parshat Behar is devoted to the laws of shemita (the Sabbatical
Year) and yovel – the Jubilee. However, the Torah presents other laws in
this context as well, particularly that of ona'a, the prohibition against
charging or paying unfair prices. On one level, the relevance of ona'a to
shemita and yovel is circumstantial. The Torah introduces the subject of
ona'a by calling upon buyers and sellers to adjust land prices depending
on how many years remain before the yovel: Since the purchase is
revoked with the onset of the jubilee, lands must be sold for lower
amounts closer to the yovel than they are in the early years of the yovel
cycle. Thus, one could argue that the laws of ona'a are only
coincidentally relevant to yovel, in that the institution of yovel will affect
fair pricing of land.
However, Chazal tell us this section also refers to the prohibition of
ona'at devarim – verbal abuse. (See Rashi’s comment on Vayikra 25:17.)
The Torah mentions here not only the prohibition against "commercial
abuse" by underpaying or overcharging, but also that of speaking to
one's fellow in a hurtful manner. Why is this prohibition introduced in
the context of shemita and yovel?
Rav Moshe Feinstein (Kol Ram, vol. 3) offers a reason for the inclusion of
ona'a in the Torah's discussion of shemita and yovel that extends
beyond yovel’s practical implications with regard to charging and paying
for land.
The obligations of shemita and yovel are particularly drastic and
demanding. They entail an enormous sacrifice on the part of masters
and landowners, who lose more than one harvest every seven years
1
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and, with the advent of the Jubilee, lose their Hebrew servants and all
the property they or their ancestors had purchased over the previous
fifty years. Indeed, as we know from Sefer Yirmiyahu (chapter 34), the
laws of shemita and yovel were often neglected; people frequently
failed to withstand the challenges involved in relinquishing ownership
over their lands and servants.
Ona'a, by contrast, is a relatively simple, basic halakha. It demands an
elementary standard of fairness, honesty and sensitivity when
exchanging money, property or words. These prohibitions do not entail
any drastic measures, and require instead that one simply treat other
people with a basic degree of fairness that every human being deserves
- what we might call “common decency.”
Rav Moshe suggested that this contrast between shemita/yovel and
ona'a accounts for their inclusion in the same section in the Torah.
Often, a person who involves himself in great, lofty endeavors loses
sight of his basic responsibilities. The Torah was concerned that those
who faithfully observe shemita and yovel, who take the drastic
measures of disowning their fields, returning purchased property, and
releasing servants, may neglect their more elementary duties to their
fellow Jews. A person's preoccupation with greatness can, at times,
come at the expense of "goodness"; the focus on spectacular
achievements can diminish from the attention paid to the more
"ordinary" achievements of basic decency. Therefore, as the Torah
speaks of the remarkable sacrifices that one must make during shemita
and yovel, it also issues a reminder regarding ona'a, warning that our
basic duties to our fellow man must not be obscured by the drama of
shemita and yovel.
We might also stress the need for greater empathy, which might
support behaving with common decency. In this context, the Shevet
Sofer cites an adage from Masekhet Berakhot (6b), "Agra de-ta'anita
tzidkata" – "The reward for a fast day is [through] charity." Rashi
explains this to mean that the primary reward for observing a fast day
results from the charity one gives the poor to enable them to eat a
substantive meal after the fast. The Shevet Sofer, however, suggests a
different reading: The observance of a fast day allows a wealthy man to
experience – at least for a day – the feeling of poverty, the sensation of
hunger and deprivation. This experience is intended (at least in part) to
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inspire a person to give more generously to those in need. Now that he
has felt the pain and despair of hunger, he will empathize more fully
with the suffering of the poor and be more willing to share his material
benefits with them, providing firm grounding for basic human decency
What does it mean to behave with basic decency? Basic human decency
means not doing or saying anything to intentionally cause unnecessary
harm to someone who is suffering. This principle is at the core of
history's greatest moral precepts, from the golden rule to the
categorical imperative; in fact, most people grasp it intuitively. It can be
difficult to uphold this principle when we have been subjected to the
indignity of its violation, but our own suffering should not be used as a
reason against extending basic human decency to others; on the
contrary, as the Shevet Sofer’s insight suggests, our own experiences
should inspire empathy and provide a reason to uphold the principle.
The simple truth is that suffering is an inevitable part of life: We all
enter this world screaming, and we all carry that pain with us
throughout our lives. Why should we make it any worse for each other?
It all comes down to the Golden Rule: treat others as you would want to
be treated in their situation. The failure to grasp this logic is key to
understanding deficiencies in basic human decency in today's (or any)
society. Many people seem to have trouble understanding what it
means to be human and recognizing what other persons are subjected
to. Basic human decency recognizes the humanity of others. A basically
decent person recognizes that we all get ourselves into difficult binds,
and we all need help and compassion at times. Someone with basic
decency sees others’ plights, doesn’t take advantage, and will even help
if they can. Basic decency means one doesn’t endlessly contend and
nitpick at every opportunity to exploit someone’s minor mistakes. It
means seeing when someone is hurt or in a bad situation, and taking
basic action to help, like calling an ambulance or opening a door when
someone has packages. Basic decency recognizes the need for human
warmth and friendliness, and doesn’t stand on procedure and etiquette
as the fundamental determinant of behavior. People with basic
decency communicate by listening and computing what others say
without imposing their thoughts on others. They engage in constructive
give-and-take, and recognize others’ strengths and intellects
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We can improve our sense of basic human decency by recognizing our
own difficult experiences in others’ lives, such as recognizing that what
we feel on a fast day is what poor people feel all the time. This sense of
perspective can help build the empathy we need to remain cognizant of
our fellows’ suffering and to realize that even if mitzvos like shmita and
yovel seem more grand, glory can be found as well in simply helping
others as a basically decent person.

This essay was developed for the yahrtzeit of both of Lynda’s parents,
who passed on the same exact date 10 years apart. They were not well
educated, nor ostentatious, but were very kind and always ready to
warmly welcome others. They truly exemplified common decency.
Hopefully, the stress we put on chesed in our Torah teaching and
learning will have a significant impact on the way we treat each other.

Yamim Noraim 2018 / 5779 • Volume 4

~~From Our Youth~~
Why Are There Different Languages in the World?
Avigayil Rudolph1
Languages are fun. They are creative, and allow people to be creative as
well. Learning different languages makes it possible to have friends from
cool countries: they can tell you how cool their hometown is, and you
can understand. Also, languages are fun to learn. It is good to learn
something different and fun once in a while, right?
But why do we need so many languages? Wouldn’t it be so much easier
to have one way to ask, “Would you like to come over for Seder night?”
instead of (approximately) 6,5002? Yes, it would be. Although creativity
is good, and having friends from different places can be educational,
why can’t everyone speak the same tongue? It would be so much easier
to not have to think about which country you are in, or which country
this friend is from, before talking to anyone.
However, that may be the reason for the differences in languages.
Hashem might not want everyone speaking the same way. Having
different languages can help people pay more attention to the world
around them. You would need to pay attention to where your taxi driver
is from, or where your friend is from, before speaking to them in Dutch
when they are from Brazil (where you speak Portuguese). And maybe
another reason to have so many languages is to make it harder to get
together and do something big and bad.
How did we end up with so many languages? It all started in Bereishit
11:
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Everyone on Earth had the same language and the same
words. As they migrated from the east, they came upon a
valley in the land of Shinar and settled there. One nation said
to the other, “Come, let us make bricks and burn them hard.”
Brick was used as stone, and bitumen provided them with
mortar. They wanted to build a city, and a tower with its top
in the sky. They wanted a name for themselves, so they
wouldn’t be scattered all over the world.3
And so they did. They built their tower. Or at least some of it.
Hashem decided to come down and inspect His children’s bad use of
time. He said something like:
If this is how one people with one language for all have
chosen and begun to act, then nothing that they may propose
to do will be out of their reach. Let us go down, then, and
confound their speech there, so that they shall not
understand one another’s speech.
Hashem gave them different languages and scattered them from the
valley in Shinar to all over the face of the earth (to the other planets, it
looked like Earth broke out in hives), and they stopped building their
now-impossible-to-build-city.
Maybe, quite possibly, the reason for building the tower was that the
people were trying to stay together and all be the same, but Hashem
wanted them to spread out and to have a variety of people and ways to
speak (languages) in the world. So, even though they didn’t end up with
what they wanted, the result of the tower is what HASHEM wanted.
One lesson from this story is to be happy with who you are, where you
live, and who is King. If you do that, you will not be separated from the
ones you love. But if you don’t, well, you might just find yourself away
from family, friends, in a strange place.
I think we can also learn from this story that mistakes can be good. Even
though what the people who tried to build the Tower of Bavel did was
not good, because of their mistake, now we can have friends from cool
places with a cool way of talking, and understand their stories, and have
3
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more ways to be creative. There is more available to learn. Great! Why
can’t we make mistakes all the time? They can turn out well, so why
not?
Really, I mean an occasional mistake is good. Life is more interesting
with mistakes, but if we make them all the time, we must not be really
learning. So, just like the people wanted to be more than they were, and
made a big mistake by starting to build the Tower of Bavel, we should
be exactly not like them. We can choose who we want to be, and if our
lives will be along the path of bad actions, and ideas, or if we will follow
the path of goodness, and good actions, good ideas. Think about what
you would like to do, and the things that will come out of each path.
Because the people built it, and this became a story in the Tanach, we
get to learn it, and learn from it, and think about how much variety, and
choices, are in this world.
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