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On occasion, I have the pleasure to spend time learning with Rabbi Reuven Mann in Plainview NY, and enjoy 
his many classes throughout Shabbos. This past Shabbos he spoke on some important Torah themes.

Rabbi Mann commenced by considering the Torah’s view of death: “Lave chacham b’vais avale”, “The heart of 
a wise man is in the house of mourning”. What is the wisdom referred to here? Maimonides too says that when 
faced with the choice between a wedding and a house of mourning, one should go to the house of mourning. 
Additionally, King Solomon states that it is better to be go to a house of mourning than to a party. When Jacob 
was about to die, he prepared his children. He was no fraught with terror or any fear of death, but was collected, 
reviewed each of his sons’ merits and flaws, addressing them with much wisdom. King David also mirrored this 
approach to death, as he too just before dying, counseled his son Solomon. We learn that in the future, we will 
no longer recite the “Dayan haEmess”, or “True Judge” blessing. We will no longer view death with morbidity or 
evil. Rather, upon hearing news of someone’s death, we will recite “Hatove v’Hamative”, “One who is good and 
does good”.  With this in mind, we question why contact with the dead prohibited for priests.

What is the great lesson of death? We notice that people have a difficult time dealing with this subject: they 
joke about death, although prohibited by, “Lo-age l’rash charaf Asahu”, “One who mocks the poor [the dead] 
disgraces his Maker.” This is because death is a great blow to one’s narcissism. People are distorted, and are 
striving for immortality. People chase wealth, even if they are millionaires. If they would live to be 1000, then, 
perhaps, a millionaire may be justified to continue working into his eighties. But this is not the case. What 
propels such behavior is the fantasy of immortality.

We just completed the Torah portion of Emor. In it, we learn of the Priests’ prohibition of becoming ritually 
defiled (tamay) through contact with the dead. As this prohibition does not apply to the other tribes of Israel, we 
wonder what we may derive form such a law. Clearly, a connection between death and the Priests is thereby 
evidenced. But what is this connection?

The Priest has a significant role in Judaism. He is the one who services in the Temple, which includes sacrifices 
of animals and produce offerings. Some of these sacrifices serve the purpose of repentance, such as the Chatas 
offering. What do repentance, animal sacrifice and produce offerings share in common? What do these phenom-
ena reflect on Temple worship? And what is the connection to the Priest and his prohibition to come in contact 
with the dead?

One more item mentioned by Rabbi Mann in connection with death, is that the Torah obscures Olam Haba, 
the afterlife. No mention is made of this reality. Why must this be?

Rabbi Mann offered an interesting observation. He expressed that the Temple has a focus: it is “life”. Meaning, 
the goal of the Temple is to teach man the correct ideas for life here on Earth. And the rewards of the good life 
are also in terms of this world. The Shima states, “And I will give you rain for your land in its time.” When we 
experience a bountiful crop, we bring our best produce to the Temple. When we are wealthy, we give our wealth 
to God’s purposes; such as Temple, the poor, and other mitzvos. Jacob too gave back to God a tenth of the wealth 
that God granted him. The remainder Jacob used to live properly. Wealth is good; the Torah does not frown on 
he who is wealthy. For with wealth, he procures all necessities to follow God. The true servant of God also avoids 
fantasies carried by wealth. It is our relationship to money, which may be corrupt, not the money itself. Charity 
helps to place man in the proper focus. Jacob gave a tenth to God to emphasize from Whom he received his 
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wealth. He wished to show thanks for the good he experienced in this life. Temple sacrifice duplicates Jacob’s act 
of giving to God, and these sacrifices also include repentance. This teaches that we are to be concerned with living 
the proper life, removed from sin. So we bring our sin offerings to God in the Temple. We bring them to the 
Priest.

The Priest is the one who worships in the Temple. To highlight this point that Temple focuses on life, he is 
restricted from contact with the dead, unless they are one of his close relatives. Of course if there is a body with 
no one to bury it, then even the High Priest – normally prohibited from contact even with close relatives – must 
take responsibility and bury the dead.

Our existence in this world is to be our focus, unlike other religions that are focused on the afterlife. In doing 
so, the other religions miss this life, and pass up the one opportunity God granted us to study His marvels, and 
come to appreciate His wisdom and Torah. The truth is, if one learns and observes the Torah’s commands, but 
for the objective of receiving the next world, he is not truly deserving, as he did not follow the commands or 
study…as an ends in themselves. He imagines something “else” awaits him in the afterlife.

What is the correct approach through which we truly value Torah and mitzvos and are granted eternal life? It 
is when one learns Torah because he is intrigued by the subject matter, then he learns properly, and then he will 
enjoy the afterlife. But the afterlife is not another thing divorced from wisdom; rather, it is wisdom on the highest 
plane. So, if wisdom is not something that we have learned to love here, what is one anticipating with regards to 
the afterlife, the purpose of which is a greater wisdom, and knowledge of God? If one learns, never reaching the 
level of learning for itself, “Torah Lishma”, then his learning suffers, and his life has not served its purpose. We 
cannot calculate who retains what measure of the afterlife. However, what the wise and perfected men and 
women enjoy here, they will enjoy to a much greater degree in the next world, but we must come to “enjoy” our 
learning – our focus must be on this life. Therefore, the Torah obscures the afterlife, although a very real phenom-
enon.

In order that man achieves his goal, that he truly values Torah and mitzvos for themselves as is God’s will, God 
designed the Torah to focus man on this life, so we may use it to obtain a true appreciation for the Creator, the 
One who made this life. The priest, who worships in the Temple, displays the character of the Temple’s focus – 
this life – through the prohibition to come in contact with the dead. Aaron was called a “Rodafe shalom”, a 
“pursuer of peace”. He was one who sought to create peace…in this life, thereby reflecting the purpose of the 
Temple wherein he ministered.

“Lave chacham b’vais avel”, “the heart of a wise man is in the house of mourning”. This teaches us that a wise 
man does not approach death with morbidity; he does not cater to his immortality fantasy. He views life and 
death as God’s design, and thus, they are both good, and deserving an intellectual approach.
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Introduction:

The Torah in Genesis Chapter 37 describes in detail the manner in which Joseph was sold into Egyptian bond-
age by his brothers. After accepting the advice of Reuven not to execute Joseph but to place him in a deep pit they 
sat down to eat bread. Suddenly a caravan of traders enroute to Egypt appeared on the scene. Judah convinced 
his brothers to remove Joseph from the pit and instead sell him into slavery. The arguments employed by Judah 
to achieve his goal warrant careful study.

23. And it came to pass, when Joseph came to his brothers, that they stripped Joseph of his coat, his coat of 
colors that was on him; 24. And they took him, and threw him into a pit; and the pit was empty, there was no 
water in it. 25. And they sat down to eat bread; and they lifted up their eyes and looked, and, behold, a company 
of Ishmaelites came from Gilead with their camels bearing gum, balm and myrrh, going to carry it down to 
Egypt. 26. And Judah said to his brothers, What gain will there be if we kill our brother, and cover up his blood? 
27. Come, and let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and let not our hand be upon him; for he is our brother, our own 
flesh. And his brothers agreed.

The Difficulty of Judahs Statement:

The statement of Judah contains two problems: 1) Judah seems to base his argument against killing Joseph on 
the factor of expediency. It is not profitable to kill him for then we will have to cover his blood i.e. endure the 
burden of maintaining a cover up. However, after proposing to sell him to the Ishmaelites (verse 27) he offers 
what seems to be a second reason. For he is our brother our flesh. We may ask: Was the proposal to sell Joseph 
based on the desire to avoid the practical consequences of hiding a murder, or on the moral prohibition of killing 
ones brother? These are two entirely distinct ideas and yet Judah utilized both of them. What is the underlying 
thread that unites these seemingly separate arguments?

2) There is a fundamental problem with Judahs argument about covering the blood. The simple interpretation 
is that the plan of selling Joseph would remove the need for a cover up. Yet it is clear from the story that such was 
not the case. After selling Joseph, the brothers dipped the coat in blood and presented it to Jacob, who concluded, 
a savage beast has devoured him. Thus they were forced to cover up the crime of selling Joseph. It is reasonable to 
assume that had they adhered to the plan of Reuven and left him to die in the pit they would have followed the 
identical procedure. In effect, they had to engage in a cover up whether they killed Joseph or sold him. However 
no one challenged Judah on his argument. It was accepted that his plan removed the need to cover the blood. Yet 
this is contradicted by the presentation of Josephs bloody garment to Jacob. We must therefore ask: What did 
Judah really mean when he said, what gain will there be if we kill our brother and cover his blood?



p h i l o s o p h y   o f  j u d a i s m

Who is Wise?

Who is Wise? ask the Rabbis one who foresees the future. This common translation is a bit misleading. For 
man, unless he has prophecy can not foresee the future. The Hebrew term used by the Rabbis in this teaching is 
Nolad which literally means something, which has come into existence. Thus, the wise person is one who can 
foresee the outcome of a scenario on the basis of the underlying causes that are already in existence (the Nolad). 
He can anticipate the inevitable results of his actions because he does not flinch from confronting the conse-
quences that are visible to those who have the courage to discern. The Wise person (Chacham) is not merely one 
who has intelligence; for many intelligent people walk in blindness. Their intelligence operates only in areas that 
are compatible with their feelings. The Chacham bases his entire life on wisdom and subordinates his emotions 
to the rule of reason. He foresees the outcome because he lives in accordance with the abstract reality though it is 
not apparent to his senses or pleasing to his feelings. For him the reality that is perceived by the mind is of 
paramount importance.

Most people err because they operate on the basis of certain false assumptions. This usually happens when they 
are under the sway of powerful emotions. When a person is in love or under the grip of a compelling fantasy he 
is convinced that the emotion will stay this way forever and that since it feels so good it is impossible that anything 
negative can be associated with it. Thus he is unable to anticipate the outcome.

Let us examine the state of mind of the brothers when they decided to destroy Joseph. These were great men 
who operated on the basis of wisdom. True, they were mistaken about Joseph but they deliberated in accordance 
with their understanding and found him guilty. The Torah indicates the psychological serenity of the brothers by 
recording that they sat down to eat bread Ö (verse 25). The point of conveying this detail is to show that they were 
not in a state of emotional frenzy when they cast Joseph in the pit. In their own minds they felt confident that 
they had acted correctly in preventing Joseph from realizing his dreams of grandeur

Judah dissented from the plan they had adopted. He asked: What will we gain if we kill our brother and cover 
his blood? The key word is kill. Casting him in the pit where he will die naturally instead of directly executing 
him does not absolve you from murder, he argued. This may not bother you now but one who is wise anticipates 
all the consequences of his actions, physical and psychological, visible and hidden. At the moment you feel no 
guilt. You have entirely disassociated yourselves from Joseph and you imagine that you will feel this way forever. 
However there are psychological and emotional ties which can be suspended but not permanently broken. Thus 
we will always have to live with the knowledge that we killed our brother and because this is too painful we will 
have to repress it from our consciousness. Judah was not referring to a physical cover-up of the murder but to a 
psychological repression of it when he said, what will we gain if we kill our brother and cover his blood? Verses 26 
and 27 now flow smoothly. We can now understand the connection between the two elements in the argument 
of Judah. It is an impractical plan to kill Joseph, he said, for then we will have to repress the guilt that will surely 
emerge to haunt us. Let us, therefore sell him to the Ishmaelites for he is our brother, our flesh. This is the essence 
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of his argument. The psychological ties that bind us can never be broken for he is our brother, our flesh. The words 
our flesh would, at first sight, seem redundant. Yet, they are necessary for Judah is seeking to convince them that 
such a powerful identification cannot be broken.

The Lesson of Judahs Argument:

Judahs brilliance consisted of his ability to foresee the hidden consequences of a self-defeating course of action. 
Most of the suffering people experience in the world is self-induced (see Maimonides: Guide for the Perplexed, 
Part III, Ch.12). A prime cause of sin is the inability of people to look beyond the immediate effects of their 
action. The anticipation of pleasure paralyzes the mind. Few people have the ability to think beyond the moment 
of pleasure and contemplate how they will feel on the morning after. Even those who think in terms of conse-
quences usually can only deal with those that are very obvious. If Cain had known that he was destined to cry, 
my guilt is too great to bear would he have killed his brother?

The Ultimate Consequence:

Since man is a complex being no course of action is ever as simple as it appears. Sin carries many dangers, which 
are not apparent from the vantagepoint of the one who is in a state of lust. The ultimate effect is one that few 
people ever consider: the loss of ones relationship with God. This was clearly enunciated by Cain when he said: 
Behold you have expelled me from the face of the earth and from your face and will I be hiddenÖ(Gen. 4:14) . 
The relationship will not be the same. And this relationship is mans greatest need. It is the whole point of his 
existence. Yet no one thinks about it. Every sin puts at risk ones relationship to the Creator. Cain described this 
truth after the damage was done. The Torah records his lament because we can profit from his mistake. The truly 
righteous people are not immune from desire. Their uniqueness lies in how they react to temptation. Jewish law 
trains one not to act instinctively but to subject our desires to the crucible of reason. This is the meaning of the 
injunction to circumcise ones heart. We are bidden to conquer and subdue the passions and redirect their energies 
to the service of our Father in Heaven.
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I

The foundation of the system of Judaism is the Exodus, which emancipated the Jews from the enslavement of 
Pharoh. It is a Mitzvah to remember the Exodus twice a day which is accomplished in reciting the third 
paragraph of the Shema. However on the night of Pesach we must do more than merely make reference to the 
fact that G-d redeemed us from Egypt. We must engage in extensive recitation of the entire narrative pertaining 
to the Exodus story. The Rambam says in Laws of Chametz and Matza, Chapter 7, Halacha 1: "It is a positive 
commandment of the Torah to tell stories of the miracles and wonders that were done for our forefathers in 
Egypt, on the night of the fifteenth of Nissan-as it says: "Remember this day that you exited from Egypt." 
(Exodus 13,3)

We must pay careful attention to the words of the Rambam. Why does he emphasize that one must discuss the 
miracles and wonders which were done for us in Egypt? He should simply have said that we should  recite the 
story of the Exodus. Of course in doing so we would make mention of the miracles because they are part of the 
story. The Rambam is conveying that the essence of the story is the super-natural phenomena which occurred. 
The whole objective of the recounting is to cause us to focus on the miracles that G-d wrought. The question 
arises: Why is the miraculous element of the story of such paramount importance?

II

We read in the Ten Commandments: Exodus 20:2 "I Am the L-d your G-d who took you out of the land of 
Egypt from the house of slavery."

This Pasuk incorporate's two commands. 1) to believe in the existence of the Creator and 2) to accept Him as 
our G-d. The historical event which forms the basis of our obligation to serve G-d is the Exodus. Many commen-
tators have pointed to the fact that, great as the Exodus was, the creation of the universe seems to be even more 
consequential to our relationship to G-d. Thus they ask, why doesn't it say "I am the L-d your G-d who created 
Heaven and Earth."?

In his commentary on the Ten Commandments, the Ramban states: (Ramban's Commentary on the Torah-
Exodus 20:2)

"I AM THE ETERNAL THY G-D. This Divine utterance constitutes a positive commandment. He said, I 
am the Eternal, thus teaching and commanding them that they should know and believe that the Eternal exist 
and that He is G-d to them. That is to say, there exist an Eternal Being through Whom everything has come into 
existence by His will and power, and He is G-d to them, who are obligated to worship him. He said, Who 
brought thee out of the land of Egypt, because his taking them out from there was evidence establishing the 
existence and will of G-d, for it was with his knowledge and providence that we came out from there. The exodus 
is also evidence for the creation of the world, for assuming the eternity of the universe [which precludes a Master 
of the universe Who is in control of it], it would follow that nothing could be changed from its nature. And it is 
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also evidence for G-d's infinite power, and His infinite power is an indication of the Unity". as He said, that thou 
[i.e. Pharoh] mayest know that there is none like Me on the earth".

According to Nachmanides there is something unique about the Exodus which renders it more instructive 
than creation. From time immemoreal people have asked: What is the ultimate cause of the world in which we 
live or, put another way; What is the ultimate reality? There were many philosophers who believed in the eternity 
of the universe. This essentially means that the world has no cause. It exists because it has to exist. According to 
this view there is nothing beyond the laws of nature and the notion of miracles must be dismissed. Historically 
most philosophers denied this idea and maintained that the Universe did not come into being by itself but had to 
have a cause. They held that the natural order with its infinite wisdom owes its existence to a Supreme Being who 
is the cause of all that exists. Judaism of course agrees with the philosophers who maintain that the Universe owes 
its existence to G-d. However the key area in which we differ is the question of the relationship of G-d to the 
Universe. Thinkers such as Aristotle and Einstein believed in G-d but denied that He intervenes in human affairs 
or retains a relationship with man. They maintained that the Universe is a necessary result of G-d's very existence 
and as G-d is unchangeable so is the world. They also rejected the idea of miracles. The foundation of Judaism is 
our belief that G-d is eternal and nothing exists beside Him. (He is our L-d there is none else). His relationship 
to the world is that of the Creator to the created. He brought the world into existence from nothingness (ex nihilo) 
not because of any extraneous compulsion but purely because of His inscrutable Will. He established the 
Universe, and the laws of nature by which it operates in accordance with His will. He retains complete control 
over the Universe and can alter the natural order, and perform miracles in order to achieve His objective in 
creation. All of the beliefs and practices of Judaism, such as free will, reward and punishment, the efficacy of 
prayer, etc. are based on this understanding of G-d's absolute power and mastery  of His creation. We can now 
understand the significance of the events surrounding the Exodus. The miracles which completely overturned the 
natural order demonstrated that there is a Supreme Being who created the world and can make any alterations at 
Will.

III

Let us review the basic lessons which are contained in the words: "I am the L-d thy G-d who took you out of 
the land of Egypt from the house of slavery"

A) The Universe is not eternal. B) G-d alone is eternal and created the world (ex nihilo-from nothing). C) G-d 
retains total control over the entire course of human history. D) G-d created the world for a moral purpose which 
is rooted in the rejection of evil. i.e. idolatry and the affirmation of the true creator of heaven and earth. Equally 
important is the point that He intervened in the course of human history to rescue a particular people who were 
to become His nation. This demonstrates that G-d created mankind for a moral purpose which can only be 
achieved through adherence to the mitzvos, moral imperatives and truths that are contained in His Torah.

It is therefore important to remember that the Jews have a special place in G-d's scheme of things. The Exodus 
is not just an abstract historical event. It happened to us and gave us our national  character and mission. As the 
Ramban says (ibid.): "This is the intent of the expression, Who brought thee out, since they are the ones who 
know and are witnesses to all these things".
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He further states in his Commentary on the Torah-Exodus 13:16: "...And because the Holy One, blessed be 
He, will not make signs and wonders in every generation for the eyes of some wicked man or heretic, He therefore 
commanded us that we should always make a memorial or sign of that which we have seen with our eyes, and 
that we should transmit the matter to our children, and their children to their children, to the generations to 
come. And He placed great emphasis on it, as is indicated by the fact that one is liable to extinction for eating 
leavened bread on the Passover, and for abandoning the Passover offering, [i.e., not taking part in the slaughtering 
thereof]. He has further required of us that we inscribe upon our arms and between our eyes all that we have seen 
in the way of signs and wonders, and to inscribe it yet upon the doorposts of the houses, and that we remember 
it by recital in the morning and the evening...[He further required] that we make a sukkah every year and many 
other commandments like them which are a memorial to the exodus from Egypt. All these commandments are 
designed for the purpose that in all generations we should have testimonies to the wonders so that they should not 
be forgotten and so that the heretic should not be able to open his lips to deny the belief in the existence of G-d. 
He who buys a Mezuzah for one zuz [a silver coin] and affixes it  to his doorpost and has the proper intent of heart  
on its content, has already admitted the creation of the world, the Creators knowledge and His providence, and 
also his belief in prophecy as well as in fundamental principals of the Torah, besides admitting that the mercy of 
the Creator is very great upon them that do His will, since He brought us forth from that bondage to freedom 
and to great honor on the account of the merit of our fathers who delighted in the fear of His name".

In conclusion, we can now understand why the Rambam places such emphasis on recounting the miracles 
which took place in Egypt. They contain profound teachings about creation, G-d's ongoing relationship to the 
world and the special role that the Jewish people play in His plan for mankind. May this Passover be a time of 
reflection on the foundations of Jewish existence and renewed aspiration to achieve the purpose for which we were 
created.
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In Gen. 26:1-33, the Torah recounts the story of Isaac, and the famine as the reason why he journeyed to Avim-
elech in Garar. God then commanded Isaac not to descend to Egypt, for despite the famine, He assured Isaac that 
he would provide. The Torah notes that this famine was not the same as the one in Abraham’s days. Rashi states, 
the first famine of Abraham was a test for him. Abraham did not base his service of God on whether he enjoyed 
the fortunes of life. Ramban says Abraham was wrong, and should have had faith that God would provide, 
despite the famine. But Ramban is silent on Isaac’s very same decision. Therefore, leaving a land when it suffers a 
drought is not inherently wrong. Had God not revealed Himself to Isaac, it would appear correct for Isaac to 
travel towards Egypt, away from the stricken lands.

We see that God’s continued providence for Isaac was dependent on Abraham’s guard of God’s word. Regard-
less, each patriarch was worthy to have God’s name connected with him. Isaac was not simply perpetuating his 
studies received from his father Abraham: he added a new dimension, and derived his convictions from his own 
thinking. God promises His oath to Isaac, as Isaac deserved this providence due to his own merit.

When Isaac entered Garar, he did as Abraham his father, and claimed his wife Rebecca was his sister, to protect 
his own life. After time had passed, we read that the king, Avimelech, had looked from his window, witnessing 
Isaac engaged in some activity with Rebecca which clearly conveyed that their relationship was in fact not 
siblings, but husband and wife. Avimelech rebuked Isaac for endangering his people, one of whom might have 
taken Rebecca, bringing sin to them. Avimelech then commanded his people that no one should harm Isaac and 
Rebecca.

We then read that Isaac reaped a hundredfold, and grew very successful. His successes did not cease. The Philis-
tines envied Isaac for this. There is an interesting Rashi on this section. He writes, “Better the dung of the mules 
of Isaac, than the silver and gold of Avimelech.” This is a strange idea: why would people prefer the former? The 
Torah goes on, “All the wells that his (Isaac’s) father’s servants had dug in the days of Abraham his father, the 
Philistines had and stopped up and filled with dirt.” For what reason does the Torah inform us of this obscure 
fact?

Ramban states there is no honor to Isaac in this whole story. So why was it recorded? He answers that the point 
of this section is to allude to something hidden: these three wells allude to the three Temples. The first well was 
named Esek, meaning contention. The first Temple was amidst much contention. The second well Isaac dug was 
named Sitna, for the hatred displayed by the Philistines towards Isaac. Similarly, during the second Temple, there 
was much hatred. Rechovos was the name of the third well, over which the philistines did not quarrel. Rechovos 
means breadth, as in the breadth of mind now afforded to Isaac. And in the third Temple, there will be peace. 
Rabbi Israel Chait commented that although there may be some future correlations, there must also be some-
thing in each Torah account, to which we may relate to in the here and now.

Emergence of the Second Patriarch
In what sense were Abraham and his son Isaac patriarchs? Isaac differed from Abraham. Abraham made his 
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mark through his ability to interact with the world. He debated with many, and although eventually exiled, he 
resumed his teachings. However, there is another element responsible for their success at spreading knowledge of 
God: Divine providence. God miraculously saved Abraham on many occasions, paving the way for his continued 
teachings, while also creating his unparalleled reputation. Isaac was different. He was an “Oleh Temima”, a 
“wholly burnt offering” of sorts.  His energies were not directed to the world of the social, but exclusively towards 
knowledge. Coming so close to death when he was bound to the altar had a profound effect on the personality of 
Isaac. Thus, God told Isaac not to descend to Egypt; he was a different personality. So how did Isaac play a role 
as a patriarch?

Both famines were a result of providence. But in Isaac’s case, it did not have the purpose as a test, as was the 
case with regards to Abraham. During the famine in Isaac’s era, God instructed him to remain in the land. Why 
was this necessary?

The Wells
The wells were essential for Isaac’s emergence in his role as an independent patriarch. We are told that Isaac 

became very wealthy. But he does not cease in his monetary growth, as was the case with Avimelech. Avimelech 
was stagnant in his wealth. Therefore, the Philistines said they preferred Isaac’s mule dung to Avimelech’s riches. 
This means they respected Isaac who could take dung (famine) and make successes from it. This wealth created 
a great respect for Isaac. Avimelech then asked Isaac to leave Garar, as his continued dwelling in Garar made 
Avimelech, the king, look bad by comparison.

But the Philistines became envious. We learn that they filled up Abraham’s well. This demonstrated their 
denouncing of Abraham’s philosophy. Why didn’t the Philistines fill Abraham’s wells earlier? It is because when 
they saw the greatness of Isaac, they now learned that Abraham’s ideology was not a “flash in the pan”, a one-time 
movement. Isaac’s continuation of Abraham’s philosophy now created friction in Garar, as they could no longer 
view Abraham’s era as eclipsed by time. His philosophy was sustained through Isaac; there is a dynasty. The 
Philistines’ realization that Abraham’s philosophy was continuing was intolerable to their corrupt lifestyle. Had 
Abraham passed, along with his monotheistic views, they could let matters go. But this was not the case any 
longer. Thus, they desired to rebel against Abraham’s sustained philosophy. But the Philistines could not harm 
Isaac. They respected his wealth. So they attacked Abraham through stopping up his wells.

Isaac left, but then returned. Why? He did so for the express purpose of reopening Abraham’s wells. He made 
a separate journey back after having left, precisely to demonstrate why he came back: to resuscitate Abraham’s 
fame and teachings. What was the response of the Philistines? They strove with Isaac over his new wells. The 
Philistines attempted to negate the greatness of Isaac. The Philistines did not say, “ours is the water” as in the first 
well, demonstrating that the water was not the issue. Rather, Isaac’s fame was what they deplored. After a certain 
amount if time, they saw they could not bring down Isaac. The Philistines eventually succumbed to another 
emotion: their underlying respect for Isaac’s success. The adage, “If you can’t beat them, join them” enunciates 
this very change in the Philistines. Thus, the final well, which Isaac’s servants dug, was named “breadth.” Isaac 
was no longer attacked, as the emotion of adulation replaced the Philistines’ prior repulsion. This point is when 
Avimelech desired to secure a truce. Wealth draws people. This was the method through which Isaac became 
renown.
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God orchestrated a famine, as the prefect backdrop to emphasize Isaac’s wealth. No one else prospered during 
this famine. Ultimately, Isaac returns to Abraham’s teaching ground, Beer Sheva. Isaac arrived physically at this 
location, and philosophically at his goal to be engaged in study. Thus we read, “He called out in God’s name”, 
meaning, he resumed teaching about God, his primary goal. We also learn that God’s plan was successful, as we 
read that Avimelech traveled to Isaac, recognizing his greatness. Isaac’s fame was now positive. Avimelech did not 
desire any truce with Isaac while he dwelled in Garar. It was only after his successes. Subsequent to his exile, Isaac 
became very wealthy, and this wealth was the groundwork necessary for others to recognize Isaac’s philosophy.

The Philistines realized that by applying Isaac’s philosophy, one could achieve success. This was exceptionally 
profound, while they endured a famine.

What is the idea of Isaac not being able to leave Eretz Yisroel because he’s an “Oleh Temima”, an “unblemished 
sacrifice”?  

I discussed this with Rabbi Mann, who said that Isaac was a different type of personality. He was not an Avra-
ham or Yaakov, who was to concentrate his life on interacting with the world. Isaac’s wife initiated dealings with 
Esav, (she suggested the goat skins to fool Isaac). Isaac’s father sought for him a wife. These are two examples of 
Isaac’s removal from world dealings. Remaining in Israel also represents that which would not befit him. “Oleh 
Temima” means something devoted exclusively and wholly to God. Unlike a sacrifice that is eaten, an “Oleh” is 
not. Flames wholly consume it. Isaac was wholly devoted to God.

I added, perhaps the story in Rashi, that the angels’ tears caused Isaac’s blindness, means that this act of his 
self-sacrifice perfected him so far (angels alluding to perfection) that he was removed from this world in some 
manner. One who is blind is removed from this physical life in a very primary way. The Torah says that one who 
is blind is considered as though he is dead. This means that he is removed from life to a great degree, i.e., removed 
from physical existence - a mark of perfection in Isaac’s case.

The event of the Akeida was a trial not only for Avraham, but for Isaac as well. He sacrificed his own life. This 
must have had a profound effect on him as the Midrash that Rashi brings implies. What was that effect? Perhaps 
living a life subsequent to near death at God’s word, elevates one’s attachment to God in an irrevocable manner. 
Isaac would always be that devoted. The Akeida was not an ‘event’ of sacrifice, but he now lived a permanent state 
of sacrifice. He didn’t do an isolated ‘act’ of Oleh Temima, but he remained in that state his entire life.

There is more to be developed on this point.
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“Do not curse the deaf and before the blind do not place a stumbling block, and you shall fear your God, I am 
God.” (Leviticus, 19:14 )Why would a person commit these two sins, and what is the relationship between these 
sins, and the verse’s conclusion, that we should “fear God”? Are we not to fear God as a reason for ALL of the 
commands?

We must appreciate why this person sins against the blind and the deaf. In both cases, no one else knows his 
sin: the deaf cannot hear his insults, and the blind do not know of his trap. But the flaw of such a transgressor is 
that he cares only about the social arena: if no man knows his error, he is content. He does not gauge his values 
based on God’s approval or disapproval, but on man’s. It is essential that our estimation of morality depend on 
objective truths, i.e., God’s Torah, and not on social approval. For this reason, this area concludes with “and you 
shall fear your God.” Man must be reminded of He, who is the true judge, and to whom man must answer to.

“Do not be crooked in judgment; do not favor the poor and do not adorn the wealthy; with righteousness judge 
your people.” (Leviticus, 19:15) What would motivate a judge – to whom this is addressed – to find someone 
innocent guilty, and vice versa?

Rashi says that a judge might be faced with a court case between a wealthy man and a poor man. And although 
the wealthy man is thought innocent by this judge, he may be prompted to consider that the wealthy man must 
give charity anyway, so he will invert the ruling, favoring the poor man – even though guilty – and he will force 
the innocent wealthy man to give the poor man money. We see that a judge may overstep his role – to seek exact 
justice – and feel he may play God. Since his role is justice, he may feel it is valid to achieve a good ends, through 
crooked means. But this is the lesson: a judge must act with justice, as the verse concludes, “with righteousness 
judge your people.” The judge has no rights to act outside of his designated role, and must be on guard to humble 
himself before God who limits his actions to Torah principles, and go no further. It may be a good intent to assist 
the poor, but not through crookedness in judgment.

The next case is where one might feel he wishes not to defame a rich man, so he too might alter the judgment 
in his favor to save face. This too is corrupt. But we wonder, may we derive anything from the order of these two 
cases? I believe the first case is placed first, as it is a greater corruption. For in this first case, the judge feels what 
he does is actually a ‘good’: he feels that the ends justify the means, and that he is justified in stealing from the 
rich to feed the poor. This is far worse than a judge who knows he errs, but does so. The former actually corrupts 
his thinking, not only his actions.
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Student: When I learned the story when I was little, it made sense that David had faith in Hashem that 
Hashem would help him win the battle against Goliath. But reading it now, I can't help but ask what right did 
David have to assume he would win a battle against Goliath? Just because Goliath was "uncircumcised and 
angered the camp of the living God"? It seems that David had a basis to think that Hashem would help him out, 
because he cites the case of the lion and the bear. Rashi mentions that once Hashem saved him from the animals, 
he realized that this salvation was not for no purpose; rather, it was a hint for the future that he would save Israel.

That's good, but on what basis did David enter the situation with the animals in the first place? It seems, from 
the way David described it, that the animals took one sheep from the flock. David went after them and hit them, 
and rescued it from the lion's mouth, and the lion attacked him. The mefarshim bring down that there were 5 or 
6 animals there. Why would David try to rescue one sheep from such a dangerous situation? Granted, once he 
killed all of the animals, he had a basis for assuming that such an event would not take place without Hashem's 
help, and use it as a basis for fighting Goliath, but why did he start up with the animals in the first place?

Rabbi Mann: As usual the question you ask is a good one. I will answer in a brief and general way.
David did not act on a blind and fanatical emotion when he volunteered to go up against Goliath. Saul and 

Jonathan were men of great valor who were prepared to risk and even sacrifice their lives for the sanctification of 
G-d's name. This is clear from the great battles they fought, from Saul's willingness to enter in to his final battle 
even though he knew he would be killed, and from the eulogy of David for Saul and Yonatan in which he coined 
the famous phrase "How have the mighty fallen?" Would he have referred to them as mighty if in fact they only 
fought when they felt safe but withdrew in fear from a mighty warrior who intimidated them?

Thus we ask: Why did the great warriors of Israel who were prepared to die for G-d shrink from a confrontation 
with Goliath thereby allowing a situation of chillul Hashem (Heavenly desecration) to occur? In my opinion it 
was not because of fear of death. Rather it was fear of defeat, not an emotional but a rational one. You see that 
even when one has the yearning to serve G-d and prevent a desecration of His name, he must control his emotions 
and act in the most intelligent way and not assume that simply because he has the proper intention that G-d will 
come to his aid. This is another expression of the principle of "we do not rely on miracles. Thus we must say that 
Saul and the other great warriors of Israel abstained from the challenge of Goliath only because they were 
convinced they had no chance of defeating him and had no right to rely on miracles and that Goliath's victory 
would produce an even worse calamity for Israel and a greater chillul Hashem. Hence they were in an absolute 
dilemma. This is confirmed by the fact that when David came along and offered to fight, Saul was at first resistant 
for he did not see how David could possibly succeed - thus you must assume that a reasonable possibility for 
success was a prime condition for entering a battle even where the motivation is purely for kiddush Hashem.

The case of David was different. He did not enter the situation on blind faith. The Rambam says in the Moreh 
that when David went against the bear and the lion he was operating under ruach hakodesh. This does not mean 
prophecy but a sense of certainty and clarity and courage which comes to a person when he has developed his 
abilities to the highest possible degree and makes a judgment based on the most objective considerations, and not 
on some inner recklessness which stems from a distorted ego. (Note; see Ramban on why Joseph risked his life by 
explaining the dream to the Sar Haophim. Yosef was batuach bechochmaso [trustful in his wisdom] thus a 
person has the right to engage in what seems to us as recklessly dangerous situation when he is acting on the basis 
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of his knowledge - provided that he is on the proper level to make such assessments). Thus, David was possessed 
by a sense rooted in the most perfected type of rational understanding of his courage and fighting capacities, that 
he could rescue the lamb from the lion and the bear. When he encountered the situation of Goliath and was 
distressed at the desecration of G-d, he reviewed his experiences and came to the conclusion that he had the requi-
site courage and fighting ability to destroy their uncircumcised Philistine. Nobody can guarantee victory but you 
must have a viable plan that has a reasonable possibility of success and then you can pray for Divine assistance. 
We see the extent to which David used his intellect and independence of thought. Saul wanted to outfit him in 
his suit of armor. He tried it but wasn't comfortable. He rejected the advice of the great king and studied the situa-
tion carefully.

Why does the tanach recount this? To teach us that David was not relying on a blind emotion of faith that since 
he is for G-d, he must succeed. Rather, David knew that if he uses his intelligence to the greatest degree and works 
out a plan that has a good chance for success he has a right to go into battle and to hope and pray for divine 
assistance. Thus tanach says of him "And David was rational (maskil) in all his ways and G-d was with him".

Student: You addressed a question that I didn't even realize was bothering me: Why wasn't anybody fighting 
Goliath, thus allowing a situation of chillul Hashem to occur?

You explained that David was operating under ruach hakodesh (Divine inspiration) in the situation with the 
lion and the bear. That he had "clarity and certainty and courage" that he was making a decision " based on the 
most objective considerations and not on some inner recklessness." It seems from what you are saying that when 
he encountered the situation with the lion and bear, he was possessed by a certainty that he had the ability to 
prevail and rescue the lamb. Therefore, he entered the situation, and was successful. Was Divine Providence 
responsible for his success (in addition to his using a rational plan, of course)?

I guess what I am asking is, did Divine Providence give him the certainty that he would prevail? If yes, and the 
Divine Providence helped him succeed, did the Divine Providence let him know that Hashem would give him 
help in this situation? (Then Divine Providence is the sense that a rational plan WILL succeed with Hashem's 
help) Or was the Divine Providence just a certainty that he had the ability to succeed against the lion & bear? (In 
which case he didn't need Divine Providence to prevail over them. So how did he know, based on this case, that 
he could succeed against Goliath?)

I got the feeling when I was reading your answer that Divine Providence does NOT give a certainty regarding 
Providential assistance, rather, a certainty of his rational abilities. I don't understand exactly where the Divine 
Providence fits in, then. It seems like without a certainty of Divine assistance (which was necessary for his success 
against the lion & bear), it would still be foolish to fight with them. Is this false? Are you saying that as long as a 
person has a rational plan, and is doing something "l'shaim shamayim," (for true Torah purposes) that he is 
justified in entering a dangerous situation and praying for Divine assistance?

Rabbi Mann: I don't think that a person, no matter how perfected, acts with the assurance that the Divine 
Providence will work for him. There is always the possibility that he will fail. However he has the right to under-
take complicated and risky tasks provided that he is acting on the highest level the intellectual faculty. Yosef had 
a right to risk interpreting the dream of the chief baker because his knowledge and understanding dictated that 
it was the correct thing to do.
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Man is obligated to perfect his divine faculty to the greatest extent possible and to make accurate assessments 
of his capabilities. A great talmid chocham (wise person) who has the knowledge to paskin (rule) the most 
difficult question but refrains from doing so because of fear or insecurity, is liable to punishment. He must have 
a clear awareness of his ability and the courage to act on it. Similarly a great surgeon who has the ability to 
perform a complicated operation but shrinks from it because if insecurity, is lacking in perfection.

David had an obligation to respond to the chillul Hashem (Heavenly desecration). It entailed a great danger 
and a great risk. But he approached with pure and objective wisdom and he had a sense of absolute conviction 
which stemmed from his perfected intellect - not any egoistic impulse - that he could prevail. Thus he had an 
obligation to act. He did not know for certain that G-d would help him and that he would certainly succeed. 
However, insofar as he was acting in accordance with the appropriate Divine guidelines for human behavior, he 
had every right to hope and pray for divine assistance. This is true trust in G-d. Avraham too took great risks in 
launching the rescue mission against the four mighty kings. But he acted in accordance with inspired wisdom 
and for the most appropriate motivations. He therefore had a right to take the risk and act in accordance with his 
faith. However without a specific prophecy, no one knows with certainty what the outcome will be. Life demands 
that we take risks.

Parshas Emor comes right after Kedoshim and continues the subject of being holy. Most of Emor is directed at 
the Kohanim (priests) the special group from the tribe of Levi who go all the way back to Aaron, who were chosen 
by God to do the work in the Beis HaMikdash, the Temple. All Jews have to live a life of Kedusha (holiness) by 
controlling their desires and acting with respect, kindness and compassion. But the Kohanim who have a special 
mission to perform, must live by an even stricter set of rules. 

The Kohanim are commanded not to become Tamay (defiled) by being in contact, or even in the same room 
with a dead body. Even today, Kohanim do not go to funerals or enter into a cemetery. However, an exception is 
made for the closest relatives of the Kohane. He is obligated to become Tamay for his seven close relatives – father, 
mother, sister, brother son, daughter and wife. This is true for an ordinary Kohane. During the time of the Beis 
HaMikdash, there was a Kohane Gadol (High Priest) who was in charge of the service in the Beis HaMikdash. 
He had an even higher level of Kedusha. He was not permitted to become Tamay to any dead person, even his 
closest relatives. This is because he was always supposed to be in a condition, which he could do the service, which 
secured atonement for all of B’nei Yisrael. 

The spiritual needs of the B’nei Yisrael must always be the main concern of the Kohane Gadol. There was only 
one exception to this rule: it is called a Mase Mitzvah. This is where a person has died and there are no relatives 
or friends to bury him. If the Kohane Gadol is traveling and comes upon a Mase Mitzvah, he is commanded to 
become Tamay and engage in the mitzvah of burying the dead person. This teaches us that the mitzvah of 
Kavode Hamase (honor of the dead) is as important as the sacrifices that are brought for the B’nei Yisrael. 

Today we do not have the Beis HaMikdash but we still keep the laws of purity because we believe that the Beis 
HaMikdash will soon be rebuilt and sacrifices will again be brought to atone for B’nei Yisrael. 

May we have the privilege to see this in our lifetime.
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A careful and honest study of the Torah makes it absolutely clear that Judaism categorically rejects the possibil-
ity of “miracle workers”. In order to have a proper relationship with God, we must scrupulously avoid any attribu-
tion of “supernatural” power to mortals.

A fascinating episode in a recently read sedra (Vayetze) clearly illustrates this point. Rachel, who was childless, 
and envious of her sister Leah, pleaded with her husband to “give” her children or else she would die. Most of the 
commentators are puzzled with Jacob’s angry dismissal of his wife’s request. His lack of compassion and sensitiv-
ity to Rachel’s emotional distress seems incomprehensible. Very surprising, as well, is his display of anger which 
is an emotion which the righteous must always avoid except in matters pertaining to heaven.

We must pay attention to the words of Jacob for they go to the heart of the matter at issue. The pasuk says 
“Jacob’s anger flared up at Rachel and he said ‘Am I in the place of God who has withheld from you fruit of the 
womb?” The commentary of the Sforno is most illuminating. He says, “Jacob’s anger flared up for saying ‘Give 
me children’, implying that he had the power to do so. In his zeal for the honor of God, he disregarded his love 
for her.” Rabbi Raphael Pelcovitz in the notes appended to his translation of the Sforno explains, “Jacob was angry 
with Rachel for saying “Give me” not “Pray for me”. The latter request would have been proper, the former was 
not since it implied that Jacob had the power to grant that which only God can give.....His great zeal for God’s 
honor, however, caused him to set aside his feelings of love for Rachel, for his love for God was greater.”

Jacob who ranks among the greatest of men displayed anger at any implication that he had the power to change 
the natural order of events. This type of overestimation of man violates the honor that is due exclusively to the 
Creator. The true tzaddik is the one, who like Yaakov Avinu, reacts with anger to even the slightest suggestion 
that he has transcended the bounds of human limitations and shares a power, which is exclusively that of the 
Creator.  
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Question: Could you give some arguments against the opinion of some scientists, that the Torah wasn't written 
at once (I mean the Pentateuch) by G-D through Moshe, but later in the times of Nehemiah and Ezra ? And can 
you give me also some arguments to support the opinion, that the Torah was completely written by G-D through 
Moshe in the times, when Moshe was still alive?

Rabbi Reuven Mann: The question is: did the Torah exist in the time of Ezra or not. Were the Jews aware of 
it's existence or not? If it was created (by whoever wrote it) at the time of Ezra then the question arises: How was 
he able to convince the people at that time to accept as their authentic history a book containing a story which 
was totally foreign to them. Moreover, even if they accepted Ezra as a valid historian (in spite of the fact that his 
history had no basis in their own experience) still the book they were being asked to accept stated that it was the 
work of Moses who received it from G-d. How can you convince a people to accept a completely fabricated 
account of their history and a very demanding religion which comes attached to that history, all on the basis that 
it comes from G-d, when their own knowledge of their history is completely at odds with the account in the 
book? You must conclude that the people who accepted the Book did so because it corresponded to the own expe-
rience. Hence you must conclude that the people to whom the book was given knew their history that they were 
slaves in Egypt, that Moses performed miracles and led them out and everything else contained in the Torah.

The same argument leads to the conclusion that Moses wrote the Torah, for if he did not, then you have to 
assume that the Jews were somehow duped in believing a fabricated account of the authorship of their most 
important book. Do we have to prove that Shakespeare wrote Hamlet? We accept it because the people to whom 
it was given had no reason to doubt it and we dont assume conspiracies. The burden of proof in such a case is on 
the position which wants to assert something which is contrary to all the rules of ordinary reason and common 
sense. We believe that the source of the Torah is G-d because of the proofs of Torah MiSinai. The degree of proph-
ecy which Moses attained and on the basis of which he received the Torah, is referred to in the Torah (in the story 
of the lashon hara of Miriam). The belief that every word came from G-d is generally made clear by Moses in the 
Torah. It is spelled out specifically and rendered into a basic article of faith in the oral law.
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One of the most misunderstood aspects of Judaism is its categorical prohibition of intermarriage, i.e., the 
wedded union of a Jew with a non-Jewish partner.  This is not just an ordinary injunction, but it is one which goes 
to the heart and soul of what it means to be Jewish.  It is of the greatest importance that we seek to understand 
and appreciate the deeper reasons for the Torah’s insistence on “marrying Jewish.”  We note with sadness the high 
rate of intermarriage, which is a byproduct of the extensive cultural assimilation of contemporary Jews.

Marriage, according to Judaism, is a divinely ordained institution, which is vital to the fulfillment of man’s 
purpose on earth.  The Torah says that Adam, when alone, was “not good” (lo tov) i.e., not in an appropriate state.  
He needed an “ezer k’negdo”, a helper alongside him.  We must recognize our limitations.  No human, however 
talented and capable, is entirely self-sufficient.  He or she requires a specially suited partner with whom to join in 
building the unique physical and spiritual relationship in which their life’s’ goals will come to fruition.  The life 
of man is not simple and one dimensional like that of an animal.  It contains many diverse and complicated 
activities such as working, raising a family, building a community, etc.  Most people regard these mundane 
aspects of their lives as being separate from religion.  Judaism is different.  It is a profound philosophy of life with 
values, ideals, and a deep wisdom that pertains to all areas of human endeavor.  Love, marriage, children, family 
are endowed with holiness when they incorporate the spiritual purposes assigned to them by Judaism.

 It is therefore untenable to treat Judaism as a narrow and shallow religion and say “I am only Jewish when I 
perform specific religious actions such as praying, fasting, etc. When that activity is concluded I go to work and 
what I do there has nothing to do with the requirements of my religion.  When work is finished I go home and 
interact with my spouse and children.  I do not see these activities as having any connection to my religion.”  Such 
a view is contrary to the very essence of Judaism.

The first paragraph of the “shema” states “and you shall speak these words when you sit in your home and when 
you travel on the road, when you lie down and when you arise.”  This teaches that Torah is an all encompassing 
philosophy which relates to and enhances every zone of the human experience.  Love and marriage are not 
isolated ends in themselves.  They are vital components of a lifestyle, which is founded upon the appropriate 
service of God.

The most important aspect of the partner with whom you seek to establish a life which fulfills the Torah ideals 
is his or her “spiritual quality”.  How can you marry someone who does not share your most central beliefs and 
ideals?  How can a Jew marry an atheist and establish with that person a home whose values are based on the 
awareness that “in the image of God He created the human”.  It goes without saying that a Jew cannot, by defini-
tion, be married to a Christian, Moslem or adherent of any other religion.  The Torah describes the married 
couple as becoming “one flesh”.  This means that an all embracing partnership is formed between two people who 
are compatible on every plane of existence and view their relationship as a means of achieving the purpose God 
spelled out for us in His Torah.  By joining together they become one person working and striving in tandem to 
fulfill themselves and to give life to the next generation.

The service of God, which Judaism prescribes, demands that we do not live only for ourselves.  We are obliged 
to help others and share with them the benefits of life with which we have been graced.  A major aspect of this 
obligation involves the bearing and raising of children.  No mitzvah is more significant than this.  By bringing 
more manifestations of the “tzelem Elokim” (Divine image) into the world we join with Hashem in the work of 
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creation.  While it is obligatory to help people in the material necessities of life, the highest form of compassion is 
that which assists them in fulfilling their spiritual purpose.  One who imparts values and ideals to another person 
and facilitates the development of a vibrant, wise, and morally upright personality, engages in the truest form of 
human compassion.

Thus, the most noble and compassionate endeavor is the proper raising of children.  While the parent provides 
for all the physical and emotional needs of the child, the most exalted expression of parenting is expressed in the 
verse, “and you shall teach them to your children…”  One’s service of God achieves its highest level when one 
creates new life and transmits our greatest treasure, the Torah, to the next generation.  For one to benefit from 
Judaism and keep it to oneself would be extremely selfish.  To be a Jew in the fullest sense means to live a life all 
of whose goals and endeavors are permeated with the wisdom and compassion of the unique philosophy and 
“derech” (pathway) of Torah.  It is only with someone who partakes of Jewish values and is committed to the 
Torah lifestyle that we can truly become “one flesh”.
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Once again there is unnecessary confusion over a very basic issue ie. Are Mitzvos Rational?

"The Torah of Hashem is perfect restoring the soul".Every mitzvah is designed solely for our benefit and leads 
us to our true perfection.Whoever maintains that a mitvah has "no reason" (even Chukim) denies Torah which 
states "For it is not a vain thing from you"To which Chazal add " and if it is vain (ie. you find it empty) it is "from 
you " meaning the defect lies in your lack of understanding.

All of the great Torah sages (Rambam, Ramban, Even Ezra, Saadia to name just a few) state this openly in their 
works---See especially Ramban on Kan Tzipor Devarim 22:6; Rambam: Moreh Nevuchim Part 3 ch.26 and I 
quote,"All of us, the common people as well as the scholars, believe that there is a reason for every precept, 
although there are commandments, the reason of which is unknown to us, and in which the ways of G-d's 
Wisdom are incomprehensible". Finally see Even Ezra on Shemos 20:1 and I quote, "....and the second kind are 
'concealed' mitzvos, it is not explained why they are commanded, and Chollila chollila to say that any of those 
mitzvos are contrary to human reason, rather we are obliged to keep everything which Hashem commanded 
whether the secret is revealed or not....)"Hashem your G-d is True". Hence, everything which comes from G-d is 
true.

In most cases we can, with diligent study, discover the purpose and benefit of mitzvos and when we do so we 
must incorporate the underlying values into our personality for this is how we improve our soul and get closer to 
Hashem. However, all mitzvos are perfectly rational even if our intelligence is too deficient to discover the hidden 
wisdom of any specific one. Hence it is rational to keep a mitzvah which on it's surface makes absolutely no sense 
to you. For since you know that it comes from G-d you know that it is rational and beneficial even though you 
cannot demonstrate how. This is similar to one who follows the advice of a great physician even though he does 
not understand how the medicine works. We say that such a person is acting rationally and one who (ignorant of 
medicine) refuses to take the advice of a great doctor because it makes no sense to him is a fool.

Such is the case with Torah. We know that it is true because we know that it comes from G-d who revealed 
Himself on Sinai to the entire nation in a manner which would leave no doubt to those present and to all future 
generations that the Torah and it's authentic exposition by Moshe and the subsequent Masters of The Oral Law 
is from G-d. Moshe commands the people to remember the events they witnessed at Sinai (as the cornerstone of 
commitment) in Devarim. He never calls on them to have faith that the Torah is from G-d, but only to take heed 
of what they saw with their own eyes.

What could be clearer than Devarim 4:35 "You have been shown to KNOW that Hashem, He is the G-d, 
there is none beside Him". See also Rambam: Yad: Yesodei Hatorah Ch. 8, where he explains that the purpose of 
Sinai was to remove any possible doubt as to the Divine source of Torah. Hence we do not have faith, but know 
that the Torah comes from G-d and is therefore perfect and rational in every respect. As such we keep all the 
mitzvos and do not subject them to the scrutiny of our deficient intellects to determine whether they make sense 
or not. That would be sheer arrogance and stupidity. Rather we devote all our energies to uncovering the wisdom 
of Torah with a sense of humility and with the guidance of our authentic sages and teachers.As the genuine scien-
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tist knows that everything in nature has a cause and explanation so too the genuine Ben Torah knows that every-
thing in Torah has a perfect explanation and he studies diligently and endlessly and prays to G-d : "Open thou 
my eyes that I may understand the wonders of your Torah".(Psalms 119:18)

As we approach the holiday of the Revelation may we merit to incorporate it's lessons and return to Hashem 
and His Torah and expound it's wisdom in a manner which will cause all who hear it to proclaim, "what a wise 
and discerning nation is this great People".

In recording the transition of leadership from Moshe to Joshua the Torah states (Devarim 34:9) "Joshua son of 
Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom, because Moses had laid his hands upon him, so the Children of Israel 
obeyed him as Hashem had commanded Moses."

At first glance this verse seems to contain an incomprehensible idea. It is true that Joshua acquired his Torah 
knowledge from his Rebbe (teacher) Moshe. However, it must be assumed that this was accomplished through 
engagement in a learning process not some type of physical contact. Yet the pasuk emphasizes that he became 
wise because Moshe "placed his hands upon him". What meaning can we derive from this seemingly baffling 
proposition?

The entire verse must be read very carefully. It does not say that Joshua was filled with wisdom, but with the 
"spirit of wisdom". This is an entirely unique phenomenon. Many people acquire expertise in various fields of 
intellectual endeavor. However the knowledge they gain does not impact on the very core of the personality.

The distinct feature of the authentic sage of Israel is that his whole personality is affected by the love of wisdom. 
This is the driving force of his life, the "prime mover" of his soul. Thus he does not limit himself to one or two 
areas of inquiry but embraces all areas of knowledge. This is not true of the secular intellectuals one encounters 
in the academic world. They confine the use of reason to certain limited spheres but on the most crucial issues 
pertaining to one's value system, follow their instinctual impulse and live in a state of philosophical ignorance. 
The genuine Torah scholar (Talmid Chacham) abhors ignorance especially in matters that govern his way of life. 
His spirit of love for the truth motivates his approach to every activity in which he is engaged. Thus Tanach says 
"David was wise in all of his paths and God was with him".

The question arises: How does one obtain this unique and special "spirit of wisdom"? Judaism maintains that 
real Torah knowledge is not easily attained. Many years of tireless and diligent study are needed to give one the 
ability to penetrate to the depths of Torah. Good Rabbeyim (teachers) are necessary to provide the instruction 
and training essential to becoming a scholar. The Rebbe-Talmid encounter is, however, not limited to formal 
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pedagogy. It contains an element of equal importance which is known as "shimush Talmidei Chachamim", 
ministering to Torah scholars. Abstract ideas can be transmitted by formal educational procedures. However the 
spirit which motivates the "soul" of the Rebbe is something the student gains access to in a different way. He must 
spend time with his Rebbe outside the classroom and observe how his love of wisdom affects every facet of behav-
ior. The Talmud in Tractate Brachot asks (47b): Who is considered an ignoramus (Am Haaretz)? The Gemara 
considers various opinions and concludes as follows, " if one studied the written and oral law but did not minister 
to Torah scholars, he is an ignoramus. Rav Huna said the law is in accordance with this position."

We can now understand what the verse about Joshua is seeking to teach us. Of course he had obtained vast 
Torah knowledge and even reached the level of prophecy. However it was his possession of a "spirit of wisdom" 
that rendered him suitable for the role of Moshe's successor. Love of knowledge was the essence of his personality 
and expressed itself in every endeavor. This was not only due to his lifelong dedication to the study of Torah. It 
was developed and nurtured by his exposure to the personality, character, and very "soul" of his Rebbe, Moshe 
Rabbenu.

The placing of the Rebbe's hands on the head of the Talmid is the classic form of granting ordination (smicha). 
It expresses the close personal contact between Rebbe and Talmid which is a vital element of the Jewish learning 
experience. The students' mind and heart must be transformed by the all-embracing character of the 
Rebbe/Talmid relationship. Now we can understand why the Pasuk says that Joshua was filled with the spirit of 
wisdom because Moshe has placed his hands on him. The personal relationship between the Master and the 
"Ministering" disciple was the vehicle through which the special ruach of Torah was transmitted.

The rest of the Pasuk now flows smoothly. It says " and the children of Israel listened to him and did as God 
had commanded Moshe." The Torah emphasizes that they "listened and did". On the surface this may appear 
redundant. However the Torah is drawing our attention to the fact that there are different levels of success in 
teaching Judaism. Some Rabbis are able to inspire people to listen but not necessarily to act. The ultimate goal is 
to communicate in a manner which motivates people to learn for the sake of living correctly. This is possible when 
they regard the teacher not as a storehouse of information but as a role model worth emulating. The ideal Rebbe 
is one whose personality reflects the attributes of humbleness, compassion and devotion to wisdom in all areas. 
Joshua was able to succeed Moshe because he was as studious in learning from the actions of his Rebbe as from 
his formal teachings. He inspired the people to "listen and do" because he was a living example of one whose 
behavior reflects the Derech Hashem (way of God).

This lesson has great relevance to our lives. The Rabbis' say (Pirkei Avot): "Acquire for yourself a Rav". Our 
obligation is not only to study Torah as an abstract discipline, but as a practical guide to the challenges of life, as 
well. We must therefore seek to establish close relationships with genuine Torah personalities. We need to have 
ongoing association with people who apply the teaching and values of Torah to the complexities of day to day life. 
Our goal should be to study Torah for the sake of perfection. We should strive to become Talmidei Chachamim 
who are imbued with the "Spirit of Wisdom".
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From time to time, it is necessary to review fundamental principles of Jewish belief. On Shavuot, we celebrate 
the Revelation at Sinai and the Jewish people’s acceptance of Torah. We are thus sworn to study Torah and keep 
the mitzvot (commandments). Observance of the laws is essential to fulfilling our mission as Jews. All would 
agree that in any constructive endeavor understanding the reason of the activities we are engaged in is vital to 
achieving their full benefit. It is therefore necessary to ask, what is the nature and purpose of mitzvot. This is no 
simple or unnecessary question. We live in a time when mystical religious trends have become popular. They have 
had an impact on Jewish religious thinkers especially the ones whose popular writings influence the masses. The 
“mystics” tend to downplay the logic and intellectuality of mitzvot. They do not view the commandments as 
embodiments of wisdom, which must be studied and internalized. Rather they are seen as “mysterious” phenom-
ena containing “cosmic” significance and “supernatural” power, which the reason of mortal man dare not analyze 
or explain. I believe it essential to obtain clarity about this basic issue for our orientation toward mitzvot deter-
mines how much we benefit from their performance. Thus it is important to shed light on an ancient question: 
Are the mitzvot rational?

We read in the book of Psalms: "The Torah of HaShem is perfect restoring the soul". Every mitzvah is designed 
solely for our benefit and leads us to our true perfection. Whoever maintains that a mitzvah has "no reason" (even 
Chukim) denies the Torah, which states "For it is not a vain thing from you”, to which the Rabbis (Chazal) add 
"and if it is vain (i.e. you find it empty) it is "from you" meaning the defect lies in your lack of understanding. All 
of the great Torah sages such as Rambam, Ramban, Avraham Even Ezra, and Saadia Gaon to name just a few, 
openly affirm this principle in their works. Nachmanides, in his commentary on the Torah (Devarim 22:6) 
explains that all of the mitzvot are intended for the purpose of refining and perfecting man’s nature. Rambam in 
the Guide for the Perplexed (Part III Chapter 26) says: "All of us, the common people as well as the scholars, 
believe that there is a reason for every precept, although there are commandments the reason of which is 
unknown to us, and in which the ways of G-d's Wisdom are incomprehensible". Avraham Even Ezra in his 
commentary to Shemot 20:1 says "and the second kind are hidden mitzvot it is not explained why they are 
commanded, and heaven forbid to say that any of those mitzvot are contrary to human reason; rather we are 
obliged to keep everything which HaShem commanded whether the secret is revealed or not”). The L-rd our G-d 
is True- hence everything, which comes from G-d, is true. In most cases, with diligent study, we can discover the 
purpose and benefit of mitzvot; and when we do so we must incorporate the underlying value into our personal-
ity, for this is how we improve our soul and get closer to HaShem. However, all mitzvot are perfectly rational even 
if our intelligence is too deficient to discover the hidden wisdom of any specific one. Hence, it is rational to keep 
a mitzvah that on its surface makes absolutely no sense to you. For since you know that it comes from G-d, you 
know it is both rational and beneficial even though you cannot demonstrate how. This is similar to one who 
follows the advice of a great physician even though he does not understand how the medicine works. We say that 
such a person is acting rationally and one who (ignorant of medicine) refuses to take the advice of a great doctor 
because it makes no sense to him is a fool. Such is the case with Torah. We know that it is true because we know 
that it comes from G-d who revealed Himself on Sinai to the entire nation in a manner which would leave no 
doubt to those present and to all future generations that the Torah and it’s authentic exposition by Moses and all 
subsequent Masters of The Oral Law is from G-d. Moses commanded the people to remember the events they 
witnessed at Sinai as the foundation of all Torah commandments. He never called on them to have faith that the 
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Torah is from G-d but only to “take heed” of what they saw with their own eyes. What could be clearer than 
Devarim 4:35 "You have been shown to KNOW that HaShem, He is the G-d, there is none beside Him". The 
Rambam, in the Mishneh Torah Yesodei HaTorah Ch 8, explains that the purpose of Sinai was to remove any 
possible doubt as to the Divine origin of Torah. Therefore, we do not have faith but know that the Torah comes 
from G-d and is therefore perfect and rational in every respect. As such, we keep all the mitzvot and do not 
subject them to the scrutiny of our deficient intellects to determine whether they make sense or not. That would 
be sheer arrogance and stupidity. Rather we devote all our energies to uncovering the wisdom of Torah with a 
sense of humility and with the guidance of our authentic sages and teachers. As the genuine scientist knows that 
everything in nature has a cause and explanation so too the genuine Ben-Torah (Torah scholar) knows that every-
thing in Torah has a perfect explanation and he studies diligently and endlessly and prays to G-d: "Open thou 
my eyes that I may understand the wonders of your Torah". (Psalms 119:18) As we approach the holiday of the 
Revelation may we merit to incorporate it's lessons and return to HaShem and His Torah and expound it's 
wisdom in a manner which will cause all who hear it to proclaim; “what a wise and discerning nation is this great 
People”.

In this week’s Parsha Vau-era, we read about the encounter between Moshe and Pharaoh. God instructed 
Moshe that when Pharaoh demanded proof that God had spoken to him, he should throw down his staff and it 
would turn into a snake. Moshe proceeded to do this before Pharaoh. Then something strange and unexpected 
occurred. Pharaoh summoned his magicians and they did the exact same thing. As might be expected, Pharaoh 
was unimpressed with what Moshe had done and obstinately refused to obey God. The episode concludes with 
the words, “And Pharaoh hardened his heart and did not listen to them as God had spoken.”

The question arises: What was sinful about Pharaoh’s behavior? He certainly had a right to demand proof that 
God had appeared to Moshe. Moreover, he was correct to ascertain that the deed was truly miraculous. Thus he 
summoned his magicians and they were able to achieve the same result. We must ask: Why did God give Moshe 
a sign, which could be duplicated by others? Isn’t a miracle by definition a supernatural phenomenon, which is 
beyond the scope of human power and thus can only be attributed to Divine intervention?

If we study the text carefully, we can find the answer. Superficially, the act of Moshe and that of the magicians 
appear to be similar. However, they were different. The Torah says, “And the Egyptian magicians did this with 
their “secret devices”. When a skilled magician performs a trick, he controls the environment in which it is 
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executed. He sets up a stage, keeps the audience at a certain distance and manages all of the “props”. It is very 
impressive but we know it is an illusion based on a very skillful sleight of hand. The miracle of Moshe was done 
in the open without any secret devices. A truly honest observer would recognize and acknowledge the difference. 
The Pasuk also points out that the staff of Moshe swallowed those of the magicians. Thus the act of Moshe was 
clearly superior to his opponents. If Pharaoh was genuinely interested in the truth, he would have investigated the 
matter carefully and recognized the difference between the genuine miracle of Moshe and the deceptive magic of 
the illusionists.

Yet we may ask: Why did God give Moshe a miracle that could be somewhat duplicated? Why not give him 
something, which could not be imitated at all? The answer is that God wants man to recognize Him through the 
use of his mind and exercise of his free will. He doesn’t want us to be emotionally coerced into accepting Him. 
Great miracles impress the emotions but since they don’t engage the mind, their effect soon dissipates. Real 
change is achieved only through genuine knowledge and understanding. God wants us to use our minds in 
searching for Him, discovering Him and serving Him. Pharaoh sensed the significant difference between the 
miracles of Moshe and the counterfeit displays of his servants. That is why the Pasuk says that “he hardened his 
heart and did not listen...” Had he not been stubborn, he would have seen the truth.

Judaism is unique in affirming the supreme value of knowledge in the service of our Creator. We must, there-
fore, strive to cultivate a love and appreciation for the Divine Wisdom contained in our Torah.

Our Parsha has great relevance to the contemporary situation. In every area of significance; religion, societal 
morality, rightful ownership of Israel, we are challenged by false philosophies which masquerade as truth and 
ensnare the unlearned. Like Pharaoh, we must choose between the authentic and the illusory. May we fulfill the 
ideal of the Havdala prayer. May we have the wisdom to discern between the true and the false, the holy and the 
profane, Israel and the nations.
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Earlier this month on Tuesday March 7, Yeshiva Chovavay Torah invited Rabbi Yitz Greenburg to speak about his 
controversial views regarding “Pluralism” and inter-faith relations.  Also invited to speak was Rabbi Reuven Mann to 
represent a traditional Orthodox Jewish perspective on the themes addressed by Rabbi Greenburg.  The following is a 
brief synopsis of Rabbi Mann’s speech by one of his students.

Chazal tell us that engaging in Torah study is like a pitched, no-holds-barred battle for the truth where it is not 
uncommon to see a two good friends arguing almost like complete strangers, and yet by the time they leave the 
Bais Medrash one way or the other they leave the best of friends.  It is in that spirit that I wish to present the views 
of Rabbinical Judaism on tonight’s theme of “Pluralism” even when they may differ sharply from those of Rabbi 
Greenburg.

Rabbi Greenburg has criticized what he characterizes as “Absolutist” religious views as a non-Torah approach 
that leads to bigotry, denigration and as he correctly pointed out severe persecution of any and all who differ with 
one’s “Absolutist” views.  I would however like to make a distinction between two different types of “Absolutist” 
views.  The first is one of man-made religion, the other of Godly revelation.  When one studies any of the many 
man-made religions one must be struck by the common need they seem to have to proselytize (whether with 
honey or vinegar) to the rest of the world – a triumphalism of sorts.  They are all driven by a need to authenticate 
themselves by the approval of the masses to help substitute for their lack of any other kind of verification, like that 
which Judaism posses – that of verifiable mass revelation.  For these religions it is indeed necessary to put down 
all others who do not conform to the truth they claim to have, as they are insecure themselves as to the veracity 
of their own faith.

Judaism on the other hand, as exemplified by our progenitor and forefather Abraham, shows us how one 
should in fact relate to others not convinced of the validity of the revelation at Sinai.  Abraham went against his 
entire world, rejecting their idolatry for the One, true God. However it was not religious emotion or “faith” that 
drove our forefather to arrive at the most profound and world shattering discovery man has ever been privileged 
to unearth from the beautiful world around him.  Rather, it was his rational faculty that guided Abraham 
through every stage of his investigation and led him to the idea of monotheism.  It was only with this approach, 
that of mind over emotion, that Abraham could confidently, resolutely and with out a need for the approval of 
the masses, declare all other approaches as falsehoods.  That said, it was Abraham – the “absolutist of absolutists” 
–who was also the paradigm of loving-kindness and respect for his fellow Man.  Was it not Abraham who ran to 
the travelers outside his tent on the third day since his circumcision to offer them his hospitality?  Was it not Abra-
ham who displayed the utmost sensitivity when he offered his guests water to wash themselves before entering his 
tent (so that they should not bring in the dust on their feet which they worshiped) in an unconfrontational and 
respective manner?  Yet this is the same Abraham who unabashedly declared all prevalent religions of his time 
false, and all its supposed prophets’ charlatans!

One must always use the mind as the final and sole arbiter in determining the correct religion.  It was this 
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approach, which Moses demonstrated at the burning bush when he asked God both what “name” (ideas about 
God) he should say sent him and for what “reason” (signs) the people should believe he was a true Prophet sent by 
God.  Moses understood that even in the desperate plight as slaves in Egypt the Jews would require proof that he 
was a legitimate savior.  What other world leader ever bothered with “proving” himself to such a desperate group 
of people?

We see further that this standard in no way limits itself to Jews, as the Torah tells us repeatedly through the 
signs and wonders preformed in Egypt the Egyptians (the world) would come to know God.  And again in 
connection with the Golden Calf, Moses’ arguments to God to spare the people, concerned what “Egypt would 
say about God” by ascribing weakness to him, saying God could only take them out of Egypt but was not strong 
enough to bring them into the land of Israel.  We see that the Torah is concerned that all mankind achieve a 
proper understanding of God, whether that ultimate objective is accomplished through the 613 Commandments 
or the 7 Noachide Laws: there is only one religious truth that applies to all people.  This is clearly so, as all people 
were created in the “image” of God and partake of the same essence, the divine soul.

However as the Rambam points out in his Mishneh Torah (code of Jewish Law) in the section on the Funda-
mentals of Torah it was not through miracles that the Jews became convinced of the veracity of Moses’ prophecy, 
as miracles lend themselves to doubt and eventual rejection.  Rather, it was only through the mass revelation at 
Mt. Sinai where the entire people heard the “voice” of God from amidst the fire. It was through this alone that 
the people believed forever and with out any doubt in God and his prophet Moses.

The Torah itself proclaims that it is eternal, i.e. that it will never be abrogated by any other law as it says, “It was 
revealed to us and our sons until forever to do all the words of this Torah (Deuteronomy 29:28).”  In addition the 
Torah tells us that it is perfect and may not be altered in any way, either through addition or subtraction, as the 
pasuk tells us, “Every matter that I have commanded you about it to guard and do, you may not add upon it or 
subtract from it (Deuteronomy 13:1).”  Even further, the Torah states that it is exclusive, that it is the only revela-
tion that God will give to mankind, “It (the Torah) is not in heaven (Deuteronomy 30:12).”

Thus any claim that God wants to abolish replace or in any way alter the Torah with any other alternative 
system of law, is by definition contrary to the Torah and automatically false.  Anyone bearing such a message and 
claiming to be a prophet is immediately rejected and denounced as a false prophet (and executed).  It would not 
matter if that false prophet preformed even the most impressive miracles to verify his claim because miracles 
cannot authenticate that which we know to be false.  The Torah itself tells us that it is entirely possible that a false 
prophet’s claim could be accompanied by miracles, “Do not hearken to the words of that prophet or to that 
dreamer of a dream, for HaShem your God is testing you to know whether you love HaShem your God with all 
your heart and all your soul (Deuteronomy 13:4).”  In fact the Torah expressly states in the pasuk previously 
quoted that if such an event were to ever occur, where a false prophet preformed miracles in an attempt to authen-
ticate himself, that this would be a test (“menaseh”) from God to see if we are secure in the foundations of our 
emunah (belief).  For example, what if someone claimed that the Holocaust never occurred and to prove it, he 
told the world that he would return the World Trade Center towers to lower Manhattan – exactly as they were – 
with all of those killed, waiting to greet their loved one’s…and he performed that astounding miracle?!  (This is 
entirely possible according to Torah, as Resurrection will occur).  However, would such a miraculous demonstra-
tion cause anyone to doubt that Holocaust indeed occurred?  Anyone who would accept something he knows to 
false because of the “miraculous”, would be in denial of a fundamental principle of Torah: miracles cannot 
disprove truths.

It is with this set of standards that the Torah-oriented man approaches all claims of Divine revelation – be they 
from a Jew or Gentile.  It is with this set of standards that one can know with certainty that Christianity for 
example is surely false.  For one, Jesus passed none of the requirements of a prophet (as mandated by Halacha, 
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Jewish Law) let alone Messiah, be they his personal stature or even the signs by which we could verify his proph-
ecy or Messianic candidacy (see Rambam in his section on Kings and the Fundamentals of Torah for these 
requirements).  But the point of most significance is that even had Jesus met and passed every relevant test, the 
moment he abolished a single ordinance of the Law exposed him as the charlatan he was. 

I would add further that when one also considers the claim that “Jesus was God Himself” or that “God could 
be killed” any rational person would know immediately that he is dealing with a charlatan.  Nothing is more 
absurd or offensive to reason than the Christian notion of “deicide.”  Our concept of God is that He the only true 
existence, He exists by nature and is the sole source of the existence of everything else.  Thus says the Rambam 
(in the Fundamentals of Torah Ch.1) if we could imagine that He did not exist, then nothing else could exist.  
However, if everything else were to cease to exist He alone would exist, as everything else requires God.  God 
however, is a completely independent existence. 

Therefore the notion of “deicide,” of man “killing” God reflects a complete lack of any serious concept of the 
Creator of the universe, and is in fact the most perverse thought that could enter into the human mind.  Yet the 
sheer absurdity of the “crime” did not prevent Christians from severely persecuting, to the point of mass murder, 
the Jews throughout history.  I would ask the following to those Christians who posit this notion of deicide: “Did 
we kill God? Is He dead?  If so, then there is no God and not much to argue about.  Or if you prefer to say that 
God is still ‘alive’ and that we didn’t succeed in ‘killing’ Him, then it would seem only fair to reduce the charges 
against Jews to ‘attempted’ murder?”

The point being of course that one must conclude that Christianity and all other man-made religions are fabri-
cations and falsehoods.  However that does not mean that it is correct to denigrate or abuse those who have been 
duped by the biggest con in history. Rather, one should turn to the example of Abraham as we discussed earlier 
and treat all of mankind with dignity and respect.  Man was after all created in “the image of his Creator,” and 
therefore demands respect as an extension of respect to God Himself.  This does not mean however that one can 
compromise on that which matters most and refuse to call a lie a “lie”. 

The approach of Torah is to live according to the Law that God gave to mankind at Mt. Sinai.  Whether as a 
Jew, one observes his 613 Commandments, or as a Gentile, keeping at least their 7 Commandments (Gentiles 
may voluntarily accept upon themselves virtually all of the 613 if they so desire).  All of mankind should use their 
free will and rational faculty (Tzelem Elokim, “image of God”) as the sole guide in their approach to serving their 
Creator.  The ideal model for mankind is one where all of man-kind recognize, not as an article of faith but as a 
resolute point of conviction, the Oneness of God and observe His Law, the practice of which is to be dictated by 
God’s designated teachers.  This is the national destiny that the Torah referred to at Mt. Sinai when God charged 
the people of Israel to become a “kingdom of priests and holy nation.”  It is only then the Torah tells us that the 
world will say, “truly this is a wise and discerning nation.”
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Response to a question regarding how to respond to a superior's disapproval:

This is a most complicated issue ie. a case of ego depletion which can only be satisfied by the approval (parental 
love) of others. If it's any comfort you are not alone in this area: it is a universal problem and in this era of the "me" 
generation is probably more prominent than ever before. Obviously it can't be solved by an Email(even one from 
me), but I will make some points for starters. I believe that your philosophical and psychological insights are 
accurate and important. You are affected by your employer's (re.parental substitute)opinions for 2 reasons: 1)You 
mistakenly assume that they are a reflection of reality when they are not; either because (as you say) they just 
reflect his mood of the moment or his reaction to something you are doing--- not a carefully considered evalua-
tion of the true worth of your efforts. 2) The major mistake is that you attribute reality to the feelings others have 
about you. It is a good for someone to like me and an evil for someone to dislike me. This is the philosophical 
error of living in the world of the social reality. You must always remember(and tefilla can help alot in this area ) 
that the only thing that matters is how you appear in the Sight of G-d; that is the only truth and the only value 
and the only thing worth striving for in this existence.We should only care about what G-d thinks about us and 
realize that taking seriously the opinions of others only gives a false sense of security (when positive) or insecurity 
(when negative).

However simple understanding of these ideas is not enough, for the emotional pull to approval is very powerful. 
Hence we need to adopt the method of behavioral change advocated by the Rambam. This means exercising very 
strict self control and not indulging the emotions in this area.If you were an actor I would prohibit you from 
reading the reviews. You would go a long period of time not indulging the desire to know if people like your work 
or not. If you heard something positive you would be commanded to exercise control over the desire to luxuriate 
in the good feeling of being loved. You would be told to stop thinking about it or to recognize the emotional 
insecurity which is prompting it and realize how fleeting and insignificant praise is and just move on. When you 
understand that praise is like a drug creating a dependency for more and making you a slave to the whims of 
others, while harming your soul you will, over time, grow to despise it. At the same time you must react differ-
ently to disapproval. You must think over the issue clearly and objectively. If you did something wrong then 
address yourself to that(ie. be selfish removing a defect is important---eliciting a certain attitude in another person 
is a waste of time).When the sick feeling of perceived disapproval begins to come over you exercise mental 
discipline and don't give in to it.Force yourself to gain control over the emotion. Go ahead with your work or get 
involved in learning as chazal say "if this ugly one grabs hold of you drag it to the Bais Hamedrash".After a long 
period of exercising this control, together with increased philosophical insight the balance of emotional forces will 
begin to shift in your favor.
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I. The Problem
The Book of Ruth begins with tragedy. Famine engulfs the land of Israel. To escape its clutches Elimelech with 

his wife Naomi and their two sons journey to Moab. In and of itself this does not seem like a crime deserving of 
death. However it brings calamity. Elimelech dies. His sons then marry Moabite women who had not converted. 
After ten years both sons die leaving Naomi bereft of husband and children. We cannot help but wonder at the 
severity of the catastrophe which befell this family. True they had sinned but the Torah does not mandate the 
death penalty for emigrating from Eretz Yisrael. Indeed halacha permits one to leave in circumstances of dire need 
such as famine. Intermarriage, on the other hand, is a great sin yet does not call for the death penalty. We cannot 
help but wonder, what was the cause for the harshness of the divine judgment?

On one level, Judaism can be viewed as a personal guide to living which governs one's relationship to the 
Creator. On this level the damage of sin, even those pertaining to mistreatment of others, is purely to the self. 
Whenever one sins his personal relationship to G-d is affected. In this framework all sins are not equally severe. 
Some are more harmful than others. Thus, leaving Israel during a famine is not a crime. Marrying a gentile is very 
serious but does not call for death at the "Hands of Heaven". A superficial reading of the text creates the impres-
sion that Machlon and Kilyon died because of their marriages. However the Rabbis deny this. The verse says "and 
Machlon and Kilyon also died...". The word also is intended to associate their death to that of Elimelech. The text 
is teaching that they too died for the sin of leaving the land. This exegesis is extremely perplexing. It raises two 
questions. First of all, why does the plain flow of the text associate their deaths with their forbidden marriages? 
Second, and more troubling, is the notion that they were treated more harshly for leaving the land than for taking 
forbidden wives. The matter requires elucidation.

II. The Individual and the Community
Hillel said (Pirkey Avot 2:5) "Do not separate yourself from the community." On the surface this seems like 

sound practical advice as one derives many benefits from the community. It certainly is in line with the idea of 
religion as an important personal interest. However it is a concept with greater implications and reveals an entirely 
new dimension of Jewish existence. The Rambam in Hilchot Teshuva (Laws of Repentance) lists those sins which 
due to their great evil, cause one to lose the world to come. Included among them is a category of wrongdoing, 
which at first glance, does not seem to warrant such a harsh penalty.

Rambam-Yad HaChazaka-Laws of Repentance 3:6
"The following types of people have no share in the World to Come, and are cut off, destroyed and excommu-

nicated forever on account of their very great sins and wickedness: An infidel; a heretic; one who denies the Torah; 
one who renounces the resurrection; one who renounces the coming of the redeemer; one who converts from 
Judaism; one who causes many to sin; one who withdraws from communal ways; one who sins publicly in a 
defiant way like Jehoiakim did; an informer against Jews; one who instills fear on the congregation but not in the 
Name of God; a murderer; one who relates lashon harah; and one who pulls back his foreskin in order to cover 
his brit milah."



p h i l o s o p h y   o f  j u d a i s m

Rambam-Yad HaChazaka-Laws of Repentance 3:11
"Someone who withdraws from communal ways, even if he didn't commit any sins, but separated from the 

Congregation of Israel and does not join with them in the performance of mitzvot and does not concern himself 
with their sufferings and does not join them in their fast days but goes in his own path as though he were of 
another nation and is not part of them (the Jewish people) has no share in the world to come."

This statement makes it clear that Judaism is not only concerned with the personal fulfillment of the individual. 
It is not enough to just conform to halacha and perform the mitzvoth. This is very important but in itself does 
not render one a true Jew. One cannot practice Judaism in isolation. The essence of being a Jew is to be a full-
fledged member of a unique metaphysical community which has been established by G-d. The individual has 
importance but only insofar as he is part of the Tzibur (community). Klal Yisrael is the primary instrument 
through which G-d's purpose in creation is fulfilled. The Torah provides great personal benefits to any individuals 
who follow it. However, when it is embraced and implemented on the societal level it achieves the ultimate aim 
of making G-d's name known and sanctified in the world. Thus when G-d offered His Torah to the Jews he told 
them that their acceptance would have the effect of making them a "kingdom of priests and a holy nation". The 
aim of the Torah is to establish a society whose holiness derives from the fact that its way of life is based on knowl-
edge of G-d and imitation of His Ways. The national mission of the Jewish people is spelled out in the words of 
our Creator: "and I shall be sanctified in the midst of the children of Israel." The preeminence of the Tzibur finds 
eloquent expression in the Rambam's formulation of a basic rule of prayer.

Rambam-Yad HaChazaka-Laws of Prayer 8:1
"The Prayer of the Tzibur (community/congregation) is always heard. And even if there were sinners amongst 

them the Holy One Blessed is He does not despise the prayers of the multitude. Therefore one must join himself 
to the Tzibur and should not pray alone whenever he can pray with the Tzibur. And one should always go to the 
Bait HaKnesset (shul/synagogue) in the morning and the evening, because his prayer is only heard at all times 
from the Bait HaKnesset. And one who has a Bait HaKnesset in his town and does not pray there with the Tzibur 
is referred to as a bad neighbor." 

One's service of G-d is bound up with love of His "anointed one", the Jewish people. Whoever denies the 
sanctity of Klal Yisrael denies Torah. Whoever maligns the Jewish people or hates them is an enemy of the 
Almighty. The Torah records what Moshe proclaimed when the Ark traveled. (Bamidbar 10:35) "And it came to 
pass, when the ark set forward, that Moses said, Rise up, Lord, and let your enemies be scattered; and let them 
who hate you flee before you."

One wonders who are the "haters of God"? Rashi, the great the biblical commentator, explains, "These are the 
haters of Israel". The words of the Rambam in Hilchot Teshuva now make perfect sense. One who separates from 
the Tzibur renounces the eternal relationship between God and the Jewish people and is unworthy of the ultimate 
reward.

III. The Sin of Elimelech
We can now understand the deeper dimension of the sin of Elimelech and his sons. A severe famine had 

descended upon the land as a result of spiritual corruption. The nation was in dire need of help. Elimelech was a 
man of great wealth and national influence. He had a vital role to play in guiding the people through its calamity. 
However he faced a crisis. He feared that his personal fortune would be consumed in the great Tzedaka demand 
that the famine had created. Rashi refers to him as Tzar Ayin, stingy. This is a defect but in and of itself does not 
warrant destruction.
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However the seriousness of a defect is determined by the context in which it is manifested. Cowardice is not so 
consequential in times of peace. Elimelech abdicated his responsibility in order to escape from his conflict. There 
are times when all personal considerations must be put aside in order to save the Tzibur. The Torah warns, "Do 
not stand by the blood of your brother." A genuine leader is completely immersed in the objective welfare of Klal 
Yisrael. In leaving the land at a time of such need Elimelech placed personal concerns above the community. In 
my opinion, the essence of his sin was that he was Poresh Min HaTzibur (abandoned the community). His 
"sojourn" in Moab was supposed to be temporary but "they remained there". Actions have unintended conse-
quences.

The sons were attracted to Moabite women. The decision to marry them without conversion indicated a further 
break with the Jewish people and the land of Israel. Thus the Rabbis say that they died not so much because of 
the halachik violation of intermarriage but for the separation from the Tzibur which it expressed.

IV. Naomi and Ruth
Naomi was a unique personality. She was the inspiration for the conversion of her daughter-in-law Ruth. Ruth 

was attracted to the spiritual ideals reflected in the personality of Naomi. She discovered that they did not origi-
nate with her but could be traced to the nation from what she sprang. She fell in love with the Jewish people and 
wanted to be part of them. The words of Ruth clearly express the chief motivation behind her desire to convert. 
(Ruth 1:16-17) "And Ruth said, Do not entreat me to leave you, or to keep from following you; for wherever you 
go, I will go; and where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your G-d my G-d; Where 
you die, will I die, and there will I be buried; the L-rd do so to me, and more also, if even death parts me from 
you."

Ruth embraced the Tzibur because she recognized its profound importance as the instrument of G-d's 
purpose. She expressed her deep gratitude for the privilege of belonging to Klal Yisrael by her determination to 
marry the much older Boaz who was her "redeemer." She realized that she owed a debt of gratitude to her departed 
husband who in spite of his sin had remained true to the philosophical beliefs and ethical ideals of the Jewish 
people. She wanted the world to know that he had not cut himself off from the teachings of Judaism and that, to 
the contrary, he was the original inspiration of her quest to be part of G-d's community. The objective of her 
marriage to Boaz was clearly expressed in his declaration: (Ruth 4:10-11) "And also Ruth the Moabite, the wife of 
Machlon, have I bought to be my wife, to restore the name of the dead to his inheritance, so that the name of the 
dead shall not be cut off from among his brothers, and from the gate of his place; you are witnesses this day. And 
all the people that were in the gate, and the elders, said, We are witnesses. The L-rd make the woman that has 
come into your house like Rachel and like Leah, who both built the house of Israel. May you prosper in Ephratah, 
and be famous in Beth-Lehem"

V. Me, Is a Very Small Word
This lesson has great relevance to contemporary American Jews. We live in a culture whose major theme is 

personal gratification. The highest aim is the unfettered expression of the individual. This sometimes assumes 
more importance than the welfare of the society. There is no sense of involvement in a community which reflects 
values that are greater than the personal wants of individuals. This petty individualism affects Jews in their 
attitude towards Judaism. The center of gravity is the self. Today many Jews are drawn to Judaism in search of 
"meaning". Few are concerned with objective truth. For most the questions are: What does it for me?, What 
makes me feel comfortable? What caters to my particular feelings about the "spiritual?" One doesn't get the 
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feeling that people are engaged in a genuine and intellectually honest search for an objective truth. "In those days 
there was no king in Israel, each did that which was right in his own eyes". 

We have lost our sense of appreciation for the sacred Jewish community. In this respect we are very shortsighted 
and lack Hakarat HaTov (gratitude-Lit. recognition of the good). It is only because of the eternal Tzibur that 
Judaism survived, developed its spiritual treasures and transmitted them through every generation. We should 
come to our senses and recognize that all genuine Torah blessings come to us only because of the Tzibur. Ruth 
fell in love with the Jewish nation because she discerned its true character and beauty. Let us be inspired by her 
example to eliminate baseless hatred from our hearts and seek out the many positive ways in which we can 
contribute to the welfare of Klal Yisrael.

It is interesting that some Jews are so concerned that certain of there brethren "seem" to be different. They aren't 
"mainstream". Of course the question is: different from who? From the true Torah authorities and the correct way 
of doing things according to the genuine masorah; or different from the masses whose practice does not reflect 
the highest level of Torah observance.

25 years ago a person who didn't smoke, ate correctly and exercised regularly was considered very 
different.Would one automatically deligitamise a person simply because what he did was "different"?

What is the intelligent reaction to something that appears to be different? Do you simply reject it because it is 
different or do you study it carefully to discover it's real nature? What if it makes sense, more sense than that 
which is not different? What if it is a medical treatment and it is different, but it works much better than the 
treatment which is not different- which one would you choose? What would you say about a businessman who 
did things completely different from everyone else and was enormously successful; what would you call him? A 
genius, of course.

But let's look at this from the vantage point of G-d. How does the Creator view the question of "being differ-
ent"? Who did G-d choose to be the founder of his nation ? A nation whose essence is to be "muvdal mikal 
haamim" apart and DIFFERENT from the nations- if you have a problem being different then you deny your 
basic identity as a Jew.

Who did G-d choose to be the founder of his nation? Avraham haivri, ie. the entire world is on one side and 
Avraham is on the other. No one was more different than Avraham. There is no virtue in being different per se. 
but there is no virtue in being the same per se. G-d demands that we live in accordance with our G-d given instru-
ment, the tzelem Elokim. To think clearly and arrive at objective truth and reject false ideas which are rooted on 
man's primitive and instinctual side. Unfortunately the latter approach is the way of most of the world and hence 
the true person of thought will always be rare and different. (See Tehillim 14:2, 3) Thus G-d endorsed Avraham 
because he was different in the correct way, and not in a crazy, emotional way.

What would one's reaction have been to Avraham - would he have been among the few who had the courage 
to live by chochma and thus be different, or would one have succumbed to his weaknesses and insecurities and 
idolatrous need to find comfort and a security in being together with the masses?
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This week I had the opportunity to discuss Maimonides' Laws of Repentance with Rabbi Reuven Mann. He offered 
a number of beautiful explanations for Maimonides' many statements. I will paraphrase Rabbi Mann's ideas...

In the opening chapter of his Laws of Repentance, Maimonides outlines the following four criteria essential for 
our atonement, which correspond to four types of sin: repentance (teshuva), Yom Kippur, afflictions, and death. 
These correspond to the increasing degrees of human evil. 

Failure to fulfill positive commands require our repentance to grant us God's atonement. Nothing additional 
is needed...once one repents, he is atoned for his inactivity. If one sins by performance, actively breaking a negative 
command like kosher, again one requires repentance but he is not atoned until Yom Kippur. If one violates a 
command met with death by the courts, or excision, repentance and Yom Kippur hang in the balance until this 
individual receives afflictions, which complete the atonement. And finally, if one sins in a manner that defames 
God, all three above, plus death, are required to make a full atonement.

What is the relationship between the offense and the means of atonement in each case?

If one is inactive in his sin, like failure to wave the Lulav (inactivity being the lowest level of sin) repentance 
alone is necessary. With 1) remorse for the infraction coupled with 2) the determination not to repeat the offense 
(the 2-part formula of Repentance) one receives full atonement. Nothing more is required for this type of sin. This 
is because his sin was not in action, but in his refusal of God's direction towards the good. However, once he 
regrets that poor choice and resolves to adhere to God's commands (as is evidenced in his repentance which itself 
is a positive command) his repentance is complete and nothing more is required.

If however, one violates a negative command, like eating non-kosher, illicit relations, lashon hara and the like, 
he has indulged his instinctual drives. Repentance alone cannot correct his flaw; he must undo his new attach-
ment to the desires through abstention on Yom Kippur. Yom Kippur's fasting, sexual abstention, lack of bathing 
and shoes help train the person's energies back towards restraint. Once a person uses Yom Kippur to realign his 
values to where his instincts are back under the control of his intellect, he is atoned. 

But what if one sins even more grievously by breaking the Sabbath or other sins that meet with death by the 
court: why are repentance and Yom Kippur insufficient, demanding an additional component of affliction? The 
reason is that in these offenses, one acts more brazenly. Violating severe areas of Torah, one expresses greater 
corruption of the soul, which is generated out of one's egotistical drives. He feels his needs and objectives surpass 
fundamentals like Sabbath that recall the Creator, and other laws where the punishment is death. Afflictions will 
now correct this arrogant individual as he is humbled through trying times.

The highest degree of sin includes a defamation of God's name. How does one's death atone in this case? We 
must appreciate that it is not death per se that atones. It is in this manner that such an individual is atoned: the 
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delay of atonement until death forces one to realize he is living with his sin for the remainder of his life. He faces 
the enormity of his error. The corrective measure – atonement – in this case is the realization of the gravity of his 
sin, and that his very life has been compromised. For example, suppose one sins by an extra-marrital affair. He is 
then remorseful and confronts his wife. She may say she will forgive him, provided it "never" occurs again. Now, 
only with a life of unbroken loyalty will his wife forgive him...not with one or even ten years of chastity; but only 
at the end of their days together can she determine that he has kept his word. Defaming God unveils the worst 
distortion, where one not only violates God's word, but reduces His reputation. This utmost sin can be atoned 
only through an absolute commitment, and "absolute" translates as 100% support of God's will...until he dies. 
Thereby, death becomes the barometer that he has in fact acted absolutely proper: since his violation he has not 
returned to his evil.

Many people have the notion that Jews only "care about their own." An honest study of our history shows that 
this is not the case. We are concerned about the welfare of all people. On Yom Kippur we read the Book of Jonah 
which tells of G-d's compassion for the wicked people of Ninveh. This story illustrates the awesome power of 
Teshuva. The most surprising element in the narrative is that the sinful people actually listened to Jonah's rebuke 
and repented. This is one of the most inspiring stories in Tanach. How often in history do we encounter the moral 
transformation of a corrupt people? Human stubbornness and the propensity for rationalization block the path 
of return. It is hard to believe but histories greatest villains were righteous in their own minds. They were fighting 
for a cause. Distorted idealism can be the worst evil. It gives rise to fanaticism and allows people to commit the 
worst atrocities with a clear conscience.

We face the problem today. Anti-Semitism has taken the form of primitive religious zealousness which prom-
ises paradise to those who die while destroying innocent Jews. Israel finds itself in an Aise Tzaar (time of suffering) 
and we must identify with the pain of our brethren. There are many things we can and must do. In addition there 
needs to be a fundamental change of attitude. Let us admit that we have been shaken to our very core. We had a 
sense of total confidence in the military and technological prowess of the Jewish state. We never believed that 
Israel could become so vulnerable. Statistics tell the story. Tourism has virtually come to a standstill. Many 
summer camps for Diaspora children had to be closed down.

The situation in Israel has great significance and demands a response. We must admit that we were wrong to 
believe that the security of Israel could be achieved by physical means, alone. The Torah teaches that the Jewish 
people are a special creation of G-d whose welfare depends on adherence to His commandments. The "blessings 
and curses" are clearly set forth in the Torah, reiterated by the prophets and confirmed by thousands of years of 
Jewish history. In recent years some "visionaries" allowed themselves to believe that a new era of enlightenment 
had come to the Middle East. The current violence against Israel has shattered all illusions. The "matzav" 
(situation) demands that we give up illusions and return to HaKadosh Baruch Hu (Holy One Blessed be He). At 
this time of year we must respond to the spiritual alarm that is sounded by the crisis. Let us draw inspiration from 
the people of Ninveh who did not harden their hearts to the words of the prophet. Let us instead seize the 
moment and return to Hashem with renewed determination to study Torah, obey His mitzvoth and be united 
with Eretz Yisrael and Klal Yisrael. Then we can be confidant that as in the case of Bilaam, Hashem will take the 
curse and turn it into a blessing because "Hashem your G-d loves you."
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Certain divine intervention is dependent on the level of the people. Thus, Moshe (or the people) would need to 
daven in order to effectuate the change in their level that would "trigger" the hashgacha. However, as Hashem 
explained to Moshe, ("lama titzak aylay?" , "why cry unto me?") there are certain instances of divine intervention 
that have nothing to do with the people. It is Hashem's will that they occur, and they will occur regardless of the 
level of the people. Kriyas Yam Suf was one such instance. Other examples would be the creation of the world, 
and the coming of Moshiach (although we can hasten the coming of Moshiach by doing teshuva, but by a certain 
point in time Moshiach will come regardless).

The question regarding circumcision is why this performance is the 'bris' - the treaty - made by God between 
Him and man. 

Abraham was the one who God selected as the forefather of the new nation. There was nothing peculiar about 
Abraham over the rest of mankind, other than his attachment to a life based in reality, in discovering God, and 
his enjoyment and preoccupation in the study of reality. 

Circumcision was the mark selected by God to render Abraham, and all man, perfected. What is this perfec-
tion of circumcision? I believe it is very basic: As the organ commanded in circumcision is one which affords man 
the ultimate in physical enjoyment, and as God desires that man immerse himself in the world of the metaphysi-
cal, i.e., knowledge, God therefore commanded circumcision to weaken man's attachment to the physical. 

Maimonides says that man is created physically perfect. When man is circumcised, he enjoys that pleasure less, 
as does his partner. His reduction in physical enjoyment sets the stage for man's diminution in lusts, freeing up 
his energies to reattach to the real good in life - that being wisdom. Circumcision designates man for the true life.

Circumcision is an essential 'state', not only an action. We see this from the sons of Jacob. When in Sh'chem, 
the brothers referred to those uncircumcised people as "cherpah", disgraceful. That is, anyone who cleaves to the 
life of the physical desires by going uncircumcised is disgraceful in light of God's desire for mankind.

During the first Passover in Egypt, the Jews were commanded to perform circumcision. This perfection was 
required prior to the Exodus in order that the Jews in Egypt be saved by God. Without adherence to a life where 
Torah study and knowledge is supreme, and the physical is recognized only as a secondary means to Torah acqui-
sition, man absorbs himself in physical lusts and desires, completely contrary to the philosophy outlined by the 
Torah. The Jews in Egypt would not merit salvation into a life of wisdom if they remained submerged in the 
Egyptian life of physical desires. Circumcision therefore was a requirement, timed precisely at the time of salva-
tion, prior to receiving the gift of the Torah.
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Question: 
I have come across another problem. I am preparing Pirkei Avos, perek 5, about 4 midos in talmidim.
1) grasps quickly and forgets easily
2) grasps very slowly but doesn't forget
3) grasps quickly and doesn't forget (this is a good lot)
4) grasps very slowly and forgets easily (this is a bad lot [chelek ra]).
My question is on the last one. R' Yonah points out that despite his poor ability to grasp and retain, he persists 

in learning. He gets reward for his persistence. Are we judged (is our purpose) according to how much under-
standing and knowledge of God that we acquire? Or is our purpose to devote all of our energy to the eternal? It 
seems like the student who persists in studying despite his inability to gain understanding has directed all of his 
energy towards pursuing the good and eternal. It is not his "fault" that he has no binah, that's not his chelek. So 
why is this a "bad chelek?" Does Hashem expect more from him? If you maintain that he has a bad chelek 
compared to the ultimate understanding possible, the closest relationship with Hashem based on knowledge; but 
that can't be what Hashem demands of him. That is not his purpose. So how can this be a bad chelek (other than 
the frustration he feels at grasping slowly and not retaining)?

I was thinking that when Hashem created the world, he had a specific purpose in mind for humanity. This 
purpose involves using our minds to gain understanding, which will lead to a relationship with Him. However, 
it is His will that each person be given a unique chelek and different ability to pursue this goal. Each person's 
purpose is to perfect himself insofar as he is able to with the unique abilities that Hashem endowed him with. If 
he does that, he is successful. However, it is possible that Hashem endowed him with abilities far inferior to the 
rest of mankind, and compared to what mankind is able to achieve (compared to Hashem's plan for mankind), 
he has a bad chelek because he will never be able to achieve the great knowledge and understanding which is 
necessary for a close relationship with Hashem. But that's where I get stuck. Because so what that he can't achieve 
the knowledge necessary for a relationship with Hashem. He is fulfilling Hashem's will completely on his level. Is 
it a tragedy that a cow doesn't have knowledge of God? At least this person is using his bechira to direct all of his 
energies to the good. Where is the tragedy?

Answer:
With regard to 4 middos in talmidim: There are 2 things to consider; the objective purpose of the activity of 

learning and the subjective reward of one who learns but doesn't achieve it's highest purpose.Learning is essen-
tially for the acquisition of the knowledge which perfects us and shows us the ways of G-d and rechannels our 
energies to a love of Hashem. If the ability to acquire knowledge is seriously compromised then one's chelek of 
Torah will be limited. This is an objective reality which can't be altered. One can ask:what is the benefit of the one 
who is slow to absorb and quick to forget? I believe that R.Yonah means that there is a gain in involvement in the 
beauty of G-d's Torah which has a profound effect on the soul. Also persistence in study where the fruits come 
with great difficulty expresses a profound love of G-d which may be absent when the learning is providing the joy 
and satisfaction of"success" There are 2 rewards for learning; the natural perfection of the soul which results from 
the activity and the Divine reward that G-d metes out to those who faithfully follow His will. Regarding the first, 
ie. the natural benefits of the objective activity of learning he has a bad chelek- he is limited in this area in terms 
of how much he can partake of the knowledge of Torah. However as you say he is fulfilling his purpose in line 
with the nature that G-d gave him.In regard to the reward G-d gives to those who are his true servants in that 
they absolutely live according to His will he of course does not have a chelek ra.



p h i l o s o p h y   o f  j u d a i s m

There are many different explanations of kashrus. One of the popular views out there is the theory that certain 
animals such as pig or other non kosher animals are inherently bad and disgusting and therefore G-d prohibited 
us from eating them. This view contends that if one eats the prohibited foods, something intrinsic in the food 
would cause "spiritual blockades" to be set up in a person, and will impair his abilities to get closer to G-d. This 
they say is one of the many reasons for kashrus.

Before we get to a proper understanding of kashrus it is imperative for us to see why this idea does not hold true 
in Judaism. The source often quoted by this school of thought is in Tractate Yoma 39a which states, "The house 
of Rabbi Yishmael taught, sin dulls the heart of man" and he adduces it from the portion in the Torah dealing 
with kashrus. Many people mistakenly interpret that as meaning that non kosher food dulls the heart and even 
go a step further and say it actually "contaminates" the soul. But upon a careful reading we see it only refers to sin.

Besides this egregious interpretation, the sources in Judaism go against such a notion. In Deuteronomy 6:11 we 
read that when the Jewish people enter the land of Israel they will find homes filled with all kinds of good things 
which they will be able to partake of. The oral law identifies these good things as inclusive of foodstuffs, even pig. 
The people were permitted upon entering the land to consume all prohibited foods they find at the time. The 
Bible, interestingly enough, refers to these very prohibited foods as "good." Thus even though the Torah prohib-
ited certain foods they are not considered "bad." The prohibition is merely to teach man to exercise control over 
his appetitive desires not that there is anything "unclean" about a pig or camel or horse. G-d does not, so to speak, 
like the cow more than the donkey. They are all equal His creation. In a similar vein the Rabbis of the Talmud 
have stated (check Rashi in Leviticus 20:26), "Do not say, I dislike the flesh of the pig, but rather, I like it but God 
has decreed that I abstain from it." If one abstains from pig because he thinks it is "bad" in some sense, he is func-
tioning on a primitive taboo level not on the level which G-d has prescribed for him so that he gain perfection as 
a human being.

In fact there is a halacha, that under certain circumstances, if non kosher food was mixed with kosher food, 
one is allowed to eat from the mixture. Now if there was something inherently wrong with the food, and if it 
really did contaminate the soul, how would the Rabbis of the Talmud allow one to eat from the mixture? Another 
halachic proof against the spiritual contamination theory is the prohibition of eating a meat and milk mixture. 
This is the most stringent of the prohibited foods. Yet is made up of 2 permitted objects. When they are cooked 
together they become assur. Do we maintain that the cooking process creates a new chemical which contaminates 
the heart? Another interesting proof can be found in Rashi on Vayikra18:4 And my Chukos you shall keep.... 
Rashi explains, "Things which are a decree of the king and the yetzer hara rejects saying why should we keep them 
like eating pig and wearing shaatnes, etc." Hence Rashi puts pig in the same category as shaatnes in the sense that 
no reason can be found for prohibiting the particular object. If however negative consequences come from eating 
pig whether spiritual or physical then the yetzer hara should not object. It is thus clear that Rashi did not believe 
that pig contains any harmful quality.

Besides all this one really cannot understand the idea. Why would G-d create such animals if they were inher-
ently bad to begin with? If these foods do indeed contaminate ones soul and bar one from perceiving holiness, 
then how is it that Judaism has converts? One could say that since these converts ate these foods their soul is 
contaminated. Yet, converts have been among the top scholars in Jewish history who reached high levels of perfec-
tion (Onkleus, Shemaya, Avtalyon, etc.). What about our forefather Abraham, Isaac and Jacob? They weren't 
bound by kashrus laws, but were their souls contaminated? Did the Jews in Egypt all possess contaminated souls 
because they ate non kosher food? Maybe this idea is what really contaminates the heart not non kosher food.
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Judaism fosters a system where one control his instinctual desires such as appetite. The appetitive part of man 
is a strong force and must be controlled. Part of Judaism is that man should live in a system where his soul and 
rational component are in control. Based on this, G-d created a system of kashrus. In other words, kashrus wasn't 
designed to prevent people from contaminating their hearts from foods which are supposedly inherently bad. 
Rather, it was a system designed to control man's appetitive component. Based on this, the Torah went ahead and 
prohibited certain foods. The Rambam states that one of the reasons most domesticated animals are kosher, while 
undomesticated others aren't, is because of practical purposes. If G-d prohibited cattle and permitted only lions 
and tigers it would be much harder to eat meat. G-d gave a system in which man can live by. Therefore, from the 
Rambam one can infer that really there is really nothing inherently bad about the food. Kashrus is there to teach 
us about control. In fact Rashi, in his commentary to Leviticus 11;44 states that when the Torah says one should 
not make his soul impure by eating creatures that creep on the earth, the impurity referred to is obtained by trans-
gressing G-d's commandment. Thus we see that the contamination of the soul does not come about through any 
specific food, rather it's based on the fact that man transgresses one of G-d's commandments. One who lives a 
lifestyle whereby he doesn't listen to G-d and does not control his instinctual desires is the one who is truly 
contaminated.

We read in the Hagadda: Rabbi Eliezer Ben Azaria said, I am as a seventy year old and did not understand why 
we mention the Exodus every night until Ben Zoma explained etc. The main subject of this paragraph is the 
Talmudic debate regarding the proper interpretation of "All the days of your life" which pertain to the recitation 
of the Shema. We may ask; what is the purpose of introducing a halachik discussion with Rabbi Eliezer's revela-
tion about his age? Of what significance is it that he did not learn the reason for a certain observance until he was 
seventy?

The world of Torah constitutes a universe unto itself, distinct from any other field of intellectual endeavor. The 
objective of the secular scholar is to achieve a certain level of expertise which enables him to reap the practical 
benefits of being regarded as an "authority". He is therefore at his most creative in his younger years. His energies 
are directed toward innovative and progressive approaches. However at a certain point he ceases to investigate and 
begins to disseminate. His ideas assume a fixed form. The desire to learn new things is replaced by the complacent 
feeling that "there is no reason to study what you already know."

Complacency is antithetical to Torah. The Talmid Chacham never loses his youthful inquisitiveness and 
delights in discovering new insights. This goes together with a certain intellectual humbleness. Torah is so vast 
and profound that even a genius at an advanced age can be stumped on a basic point. This is what Rabbi Eliezer 
wanted to convey. He was a great Talmid Chacham and was already seventy. Yet he had not lost his youthful 
desire for knowledge and openness to the ideas of others. Thus he wanted to express his excitement upon learning 
the drasha of Ben Zoma. This lesson is very relevant to the holiday of Shavuot. It reminds us that the greatest gift 
G-d has bestowed on us is the Torah. Judaism is more than a body of rules and regulations that govern every 
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aspect of personal and communal life. It is a system of concepts, a body of knowledge and a method of analysis 
which enables us to access the most significant truths that enlighten our existence.

We must, therefore, cultivate the proper attitude toward Torah. Laziness must be overcome. Effort, consistency 
and steadfastness are required. Age should never be an issue. Rabbi Akiva was an ignorant shepherd until the age 
of forty. He went on to become one of the greatest Sages of our history. He exemplifies the principle that at any 
point in one's life enormous and unimaginable gain can be derived from Talmud Torah. Rabbi Eliezer Ben Azaria 
was a great scholar whose love of learning only increased with age. These role models demonstrate that Judaism, 
unlike any other religion, is not only about duty, responsibility and sacrifice. It is about the profound joy of 
perceiving the wonders of G-d's Torah and becoming a partner with the Almighty in fulfilling His plan for the 
Jewish people and all mankind. The true student of Torah who appreciates its sublime beauty never really ages. 
He remains forever young.

We read in Pirkey Avos: "If you have learned much Torah do not take credit for yourself because that is what 
you were created for". On the surface this idea is difficult to understand and goes contrary to common perception. 
It is generally regarded as fitting to "give credit where credit is due". One who overcomes the pull of emotions and 
directs his energies towards the good certainly deserves praise. Thus, we constantly extol the good deeds of 
righteous people, for their example can inspire others to emulate them. If those who work hard to attain much 
Torah knowledge are not deserving of credit then who is?

I believe we must look at the words carefully. They are addressed to the Torah scholar himself. "If you have 
learned much Torah do not take credit for yourself". Others may and should praise you and give proper recogni-
tion for the achievement. However, the scholar himself has no right to take credit. Why not? Because "this is what 
you were created for". This means that when a person studies Torah he is fulfilling the purpose of his existence. 
His psyche was designed for this particular activity and when he engages in it properly it affords him the greatest 
satisfaction and happiness. People pursue many diverse lifestyles in their frantic search for fulfillment. "There are 
many thoughts in the heart of man but only the plan of G-d will prevail". The one who studies Torah achieves 
the highest form of life. He should not feel that he has sacrificed anything, that he deserves credit for his efforts. 
Rather, he is permeated with an intense feeling of happiness and regards himself as privileged to have partaken of 
the delights of G-d's Torah. He feels totally fulfilled and imbued with the special satisfaction of one who has 
achieved the mission he was sent to perform. Such a person loves Torah profusely and wants to share it with 
others.

On Shavuot we celebrate the most significant event in human history: the Revelation of G-d's Torah to man-
kind. The Jewish people have been chosen to make the wisdom of Torah available to the nations. However before 
we seek to help others, we must perfect ourselves. The mitzvot are not magical pills which automatically trans-
form us. Effort on our part is required. It is up to us to rise to the challenge of Sinai. A complacent attitude toward 
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Judaism is perhaps our greatest problem. True, we perform mitzvot and even devote some time to study. Yet we 
feel as though we are fulfilling an obligation for which we deserve credit. There is nothing wrong with that 
attitude. It would be nice if more Jews felt a greater sense of responsibility about their religious duties. However, 
Judaism offers something more beautiful and profound. When studied properly Torah enlightens the mind and 
inspires the heart. It transforms one's observance of mitzvot into a labor of love.

As we approach the holiday of Shavuot let it be our prayer that the "words of Torah should be pleasant in our 
mouths and the mouths of our children". The experience will help us achieve the "service of love." It will enable 
us to become a kingdom of Priests and a Holy nation.

Question: 
I was learning the Ramban about Olam Haba, and I have a couple of questions. I was hoping that you could 

help. 
In learning your tape on this subject, you said that since the Ramban says that we will return to the state of 

Adam HaRishon, that means that our mind will naturally dominate over our instincts. 
How does this work with the other parts of the Ramban's explanation.
In Devarim Chapter 30 Pasuk 6, the Ramban says "the heart will not desire the improper and it will have no 

craving whatever for it." "This is a reference to the annulment of the evil instincts..." "... for in the days of the 
Messiah there will be no evil desire in man, but he will naturally perform the proper deeds and therefore there 
will be neither merit nor guilt in them, for merit and guilt are dependent upon desire."

If there are no instincts, how are we similar to Adam? In that state, will we still sin?

Thanks for your help.

Response:
You ask a good question. I would say that the Ramban holds that Olam Haba is analogous to the state of 

Adam, however it is not identical in every respect. For it is clear that Adam had bechira and was therefore given 
commandments for whose violation he was punished. However he was different than we are in the structure of 
his instincts - his "yetzer hara", required external stimulation. For the natural flow of his instinctual energy was 
toward truth. In terms of his natural state one could say he lacked a yetzer hara. Thus the Ramban uses that state 
as the analogy to provide a model for Olam Haba. However it need not mean that Olam Haba is identical to Gan 



p h i l o s o p h y   o f  j u d a i s m

Eden in every particular. In Olam Haba the structure of his soul will be such that he will not be subject to a desire 
for evil even regarding those things which are external. His energies will be such that his love of truth will always 
be superior to any physical desire. In general this was the state of Adam in Gan Eden, and the Ramban refers to 
this only by way of analogy.

In summation, Adam's natural energies were in line with the good but he had within him the potential for an 
emotional attraction which would be powerful enough to overcome his reason. Thus, Adam can be summarized 
as a natural state of good with possibility of sin ( ie. if external stimulus occurs which attracts sufficient energy to 
create a conflict between reason and emotion) Olam Haba is analogous to Gan Eden only regarding the first idea. 
However it is different regarding the second, because the possibility of a conflict in which emotion will contain 
the potential to overpower reason will not exist.

Question:
I assume that sin would then be impossible in Olam Haba. Will this change the system of Mitzvos? Will we 

still have Yom Kippur?

Response:
It would seem that since there will be no sin there will be no reward and punishment, hence there will be no 

need to repent and hence no Yom Kippur. Bear in mind that the key point is that the Ramban identifies Yemos 
Hamashiach with Olam Haba. which means the perfected State of the soul--the ultimate reward. Thus every-
thing which we posit about Olam Haba. ie. "The world that is koolo Aruch, the world that is koolo tov etc." 
means that it will be qualitatively different than the world we are in now. The Ramban accepts all the statements 
about Olam Haba which indicate that it is a state of absolute good with no evil. The only difference is that he 
maintains it will take place in the physical universe and man will have a physical form. However, he will be a 
perfected being , not subject to conflict, and incapable of sin. As such, there will be no need for Torah and mitzvos 
which were given to man in his imperfected state as a means of perfecting him and bringing him to his perfected 
state. Once in that state there is no longer any need for the system which brought him to perfection. Once you 
are on the moon, you do not need the space ship which got you there.
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Minchas Chinuch on “Nakama” - Revenge
The Chinuch says if something negative happens to us by the hands of Ruben, had it not been him, Simon 

would have afflicted us. The Chinuch describes what sounds like an inevitable occurrence, and not a chance 
phenomenon. Meaning, it was G-d’s will. However, we are posed with a problem. For if it was G-d’s will, does 
this mean Ruben does not receive punishment?  The Chinuch quotes King David saying upon his receipt of 
Shimi’s curse, “it is G-d’s will.” It appears on the surface that David did not hold Shimi accountable for his curse. 
If this is so, why did David later advise Solomon to eliminate Shimi? It would then follow, if events are G-d’s will, 
why should I ever take another person to court?

In the Chinuch’s law of Maakeh, parapet, he teaches that miracles are not to be relied upon. We are to build a 
parapet on our roofs, lest someone fall and die. Since nature is that people stumble, and we don’t rely on miracles, 
we must safeguard others from death and harm. Natural laws exist, and chance occurrences happen. Here, the 
Chinuch appears to contradict what he wrote in the previous law of revenge. The question is, do events occur by 
chance, or through G-d’s will? How may we resolve this seeming contradiction?

Maimonides’ Guide for the Perplexed
Maimonides cites Torah instances where individuals refer to events as “G-d’s will.” (Dover ed. pp. 249) Some 

take this to mean that all events are directly willed or caused by G-d. However, Maimonides teaches that such 
references are made to merely indicate the perspective of the individual, i.e., that he views all events as results of 
G-d’s original will Who set the world into existence.  “G-d as cause” is merely a reference to the original Cause of 
all events.

We digress to help answer our questions.

G-d’s will is also that man be subject to nature. Hence, one has no knowledge whether an event was divine will, 
or nature. If so, why are we commanded to bless G-d for miracles that have occurred for us? Does this not contra-
dict the perspective that we are ignorant of when miracles occur? We may answer that certain events obligate man 
in praise of G-d, regardless of our absolute knowledge of that event being miraculous. Our obligation is to “treat 
certain events as miraculous”. We must regard it as “miracle”, although ignorant if it was a miracle. We are 
commanded to “treat” special events with certain awe.

This tangent helps us answer the Chinuch: A person must regard a negative event “as if” it is a punishment 
from G-d. We all have sins, and to that extent, we must realize that G-d does in fact have a system of punishment. 
We then treat a negative event as an opportunity for introspection. Referring to this event as a “cause of G-d” does 
not mean G-d willed this “specific event”, but that He is the ultimate cause. It refers to man’s proper perspective. 
David referred to Shimi’s curse as G-d’s will, in the sense that G-d is the ultimate cause of all, and this was David’s 
perspective. David didn’t attack Shimi “at the time of the curse”, as this would be revenge. However, his 
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command to Solomon much later on to avenge Shimi’s evil, displays that this was not a violation of revenge, but 
to secure the kingdom.

Monetary loss is also in man’s right of claim. But pure revenge is prohibited, as revenge forfeits introspection. 
When seeking revenge, one lives in the world of the relative, instead of using these valued opportunities for our 
perfection – man’s primary goal. Therefore, when we say one should view it as punishment, it means that one 
should use this as an opportunity for perfection. It is addressing the “perspective”, not the immediate cause of the 
negative events.

The desire to avenge someone for his perceived wrong displays one’s own corruption. Placing value on another 
person’s words plays into the subjective value system. However, a righteous pwerson does not value a person’s 
words although they produce discomfort in others - he values G-d’s word alone. What G-d deems as important 
is the righteous person’ sole barometer of good and evil. Another person’s ridicule cannot shake his values, but 
rather, it is an opportunity to introspect.

Joseph’s response to his brothers that “you have not sent me here (Egypt)” teaches the same concept. Joseph 
knew his brothers sold him; he was there at the sale! But we derive Joseph’s perspective, as viewing untoward 
incidents as part of G-d’s actions. Joseph orchestrates his brother’s repentance; hence, the brothers were at fault. 
But Joseph’s perspective was always measured in its effect on his relationship with G-d. 

Even if one does not know if he sinned, one should use a mishap as an opportunity to perfect himself, regardless 
of the cause of the mishap, be it via man, animal, or nature.



p h i l o s o p h y   o f  j u d a i s m

Part III

holidaysholidays
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The plague of hail was the first plague, of the third group of plagues in Egypt. This third group included 
plagues taking effect in the heavens: hail, locusts (via the wind), and darkness. God wished to demonstrate His 
control in all areas of the universe.

God said, “I will send all my wonders to his heart” (Exod. 9:14) meaning, all subsequent plagues – commenc-
ing with hail – will have new effect. To what effect does God refer? Moses instructed Egypt to “send all animals 
into your house”. We learn that the plagues were not punitive measures. Moses offered Pharaoh and Egypt an 
escape route. “Those who feared the word of God” (ibid, 9:20) removed them from field. Those who “didn’t take 
to heart God’s word”, left his slaves and animals outside, and they were harmed. Moses’ warning prior to the 
plague teaches that the plagues were instructive, and not intended for harm.

We notice in these two verses, that the second, contrasting verse does not say, those who “didn’t fear 
God”…instead, it says, those who “didn’t take to heart” God’s word. Why isn’t the terminology consistent? Why 
isn’t fear contrasted to those who “didn’t fear”?  We may also ask why we need to know that some Egyptians 
heeded Moses’ warning, and some didn’t.

We read further and find Pharaoh saying, “this time I have sinned, God is righteous, and I am my nation are 
wicked.” (Exod. 9:27) What may we derive form the Torah recording this response? Further, verse 9:30 reads, 
“You and your servants do not yet fear God.” Ramban interprets this verse as Moses addressing Pharaoh, “…it is 
only before the removal of the plague that you posses fear”. Meaning, once the plague is removed, you will again 
revert to your old, stubborn ways. What is Moses’ purpose in telling this to Pharaoh? And why even remove the 
plague if Pharaoh doesn’t truly maintain his fear?

 “The flax and the barley were struck, for the barley was ripe and the flax was in its stalk. And the wheat and 
the spelt were not struck for they ripen later.” (Exod, 9:31,32)

Why does the Torah deem it necessary to narrate the devastation? Ramban says this is no narration, but the 
verses are a continuation of Moses’ dialogue with Pharaoh.  If so, what is Moses telling Pharaoh by referring to 
the status of the grain?

I would suggest the following answer: The Plagues were not to save the Jews. If so, God could have saved them 
with one plague.  The prevalent view is that the 10 Plagues were punitive measures. It appears from this plague, 
that this is not so. The plagues were “Chasdei Hashem”, “kindness of God”. Their purpose was to be a clear-cut, 
unequivocal demonstration of God’s power. For this reason, the plagues became progressively stronger. Teaching 
Egypt the fallacy of idolatry and the reality of the Creator was the purpose in each successive plague.

“For this time I will send all my wonders to your heart, and in your servants and in your people, in order that 
you shall know that there is none like Me in all the land.”  (Exod. 9:14) The plagues were not a punishment, but 
rather, an education. The fact there were “fearers of God” teaches us that the objective was realized, some Egyp-
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tians did fear God through His education via the plagues. But those “who did not give heart to the matter” is to 
teach that there are none that “didn’t fear”, but only those who deny reality. “Didn’t give heart”, means that in 
order to oppose God’s absolute truths, they had to shut their hearts and minds from any investigation. It is not 
the absence of fear, but a more primary block: they denied any investigation into the plagues.

Moses never used the pressure of the plagues to obtain concessions from Pharaoh. The plagues’ purpose was to 
teach Egypt knowledge of God. Moses always removed the plague upon Pharaoh’s request, and Moses did not 
hold out on removing the plague until Pharaoh conceded to Moses’ requests. Moses wished that Egypt recog-
nized God through wisdom, not coercion.

This explains Moses words: He informed Pharaoh that his superficial relenting to the plagues was worthless. 
Pharaoh merely swung between two emotional states, with no repentance: under the pressure of the plagues, he 
swore freedom, but once removed, Pharaoh reverted to obstinacy.

“The flax and the barley were struck, for the barley was ripe and the flax was in its stalk. And the wheat and the 
spelt were not struck for they ripen later.”

With these words, Moses directs Pharaoh to an analog: God is the source of both nature, and man: “God has 
been compassionate to you, (flexible crops) but at a certain point, this kindness will no longer be extended.  When 
sin is matured, (stiff crops) there is no turning back, and you will snap as do stiff crops.” This was Moses’ message 
to Pharaoh. Man sins by nature, and therefore, God affords man opportunities to correct his ways. But once sin 
captivates the whole personality and values of any given man or people, God will destroy that person or people. 
This plague was a warning to Pharaoh - in the form of an analogy.

Man feels he may sin and repent later, but there may not be a later. The opportunity to repent is a Divine gift, 
and must be seized when presented, lest we lose the chance. There is a point of no return.

We learn of the compassion of God on His creations: on mankind. God allows man time to exert his free will 
to bring himself in line with truth. “Those who He loves, God rebukes”. The plagues were an attempt to remove 
Egypt’s false ideas, enabling them to embrace God’s absolute truths.
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Judaism is very meticulous about the manner in which it celebrates Festivals. Thus we eat Matza on Passover 
because it recalls the suddenness the liberation that happened so quickly there was no time for the dough to rise. 
On Sukkot we leave our homes and establish residence in the Succah to remember “In Sukkot did I house the 
children of Israel when I took them out of Egypt.” Hashem protected us and provided for all our needs in the 
wilderness. Our dwelling in a fragile hut facilitates our concentration on these significant ideas.  

A question can be raised with regard to Simchat Torah–the Holiday of rejoicing with the Torah. The purpose 
of the day is to give expression to the profound feelings of joy in the study and observance of Torah. However the 
timing of this holiday seems strange. We observe it on Shmini Atzeret, which is the eighth day of Sukkot. It 
would seem that Simchat Torah ought to be connected to Shavuot for the theme of this Holiday is the giving of 
the Torah. The purpose of the Exodus was to fashion a unique nation, which would govern its private and public 
affairs according to the commandments and philosophy of the Torah. Our love of Torah is so great that we antici-
pate the day of Revelation by counting the forty-nine days from Pesach to Shavuot. Why then don’t we sing and 
dance and rejoice with the Torah on Shavuot? This would, at first glance, seem like a more appropriate time than 
Shmini Atzeret.  

Judaism insists on honesty and truthfulness and frowns upon displays of shallow emotionalism. Profound 
sentiments of joy do not come easily. How often do we feel so happy that we just want to burst out in song and 
dance? We need something personal and compelling like a major family simcha to arouse powerful feelings of joy. 
Is it reasonable to expect us to get so excited over a Book containing commandments, prohibitions and exhorta-
tions to act with justice and compassion that we want to sing and dance with it for hours and hours? Indeed it 
is–but these emotions must be cultivated over a long period of time. The goal of Torah observance is not mere 
obedience but joyful exuberance with the lifestyle of Kedusha (Holiness). Joy in the service of Hashem is the 
highest ideal. The Rambam says (Laws of Lulav 8:18) “The rejoicing one experiences in the performance of Mitz-
vot and love of G-d who commanded them is a great service. Whoever holds himself back from this simcha is fit 
to be punished as the Torah says, “because they failed to serve Hashem with joy and a good heart…”. ” 

The joy of which the Rambam speaks does not come quickly or easily. It requires effort, devotion and the 
ability to withdraw from superficial pleasures. You must to put heart and soul into the study of Torah. Then you 
will appreciate its great beauty and fall in love with it. 

 Shavuot marks the beginning of our relationship with Torah. This is the time when our ancestors demon-
strated their faithfulness by saying, “we will do and we will listen.” The Creator had made us an offer we could 
not refuse. We knew that Torah is the greatest treasure. However, the Torah does not magically transform us. It 
takes a great deal of dedicated effort to achieve the emotional joy and satisfaction that the Torah promises. On 
Shavuot we renew that commitment. Many observe the beautiful custom of learning through the night to 
demonstrate their willingness to part with the pleasure of sleep in order to gain more Torah knowledge.

We now understand why Simchat Torah could not be observed on Shavuot. The relationship has just begun 
and there is so much work to do. Singing and dancing will come later. We rejoice on Shmini Atzeret because that 
is when we complete the annual Torah reading cycle. We thereby affirm that one who is faithful and constant in 
his studies will uncover the beauty of Torah. Our relationship to Torah is framed by profound commitment to 
the hard work of studying the Torah and performing the commandments as well as a realization that the ultimate 
goal of our service to HaShem is a feeling of sublime joy. May we merit attaining it. 
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The Rosh Hashana prayers contain the most profound and noble concepts that are vitally relevant to the fulfill-
ment of mankind’s purpose. The prayers are based in certain premises:  the world was created by God and is 
designed and destined to achieve a certain purpose. 

The “tikkun olam” or repair of the world can only come about if man attains “yediat Hashem”, knowledge of 
God.  All of the problems of the world are due to mankind’s ignorance of God: for how can man serve God and 
fulfill the Divine will if he does not know Him, or His will? Thus, the prayer on Rosh Hashana is a universal one: 
that all mankind will be “corrected”.  This is a significant point, one we must not gloss over. The prayers uncom-
promisingly demand that a correction of the “mistake” must take place.  This is stated in the “Alainu” prayer, 
which forms an introduction to the “Malchius” blessing.  It is in the second paragraph, the “Al Kayn Nekaveh 
Loch”, “We hope that Hashem will uproot idolatry, and fix the world under One God”, to remove the false ideas 
that people have of God. 

The problem is not so much mankind’s ignorance of God, in the sense that man is blind to His existence and 
His will. Ignorance in itself would not be so bad. For then it would only be a matter of instruction and this is the 
mission of the Jewish people: to instruct the nations in the ways of Divine service. However, the problem is that 
the nations are not in the appropriate state to receive instruction. For they have not merely rejected God, but they 
have also falsified the very concept of God and supplanted appropriate worship, with human inventions. We 
therefore need Divine assistance to correct the problem. For the idolatrous religions are powerfully entrenched 
and religious people are the most stubborn and obstinate. They are fanatically attached to their theological 
falsehoods. The world is in a state of disrepair. And we pray for Divine assistance in uprooting falsehood from the 
world – so that all flesh will recognize Hashem and the “redemption” of mankind can then take place.

The “correction” involves two steps: recognition of the true God, i.e., abandonment of false concepts of God – 
what we call “Malchius” expressed in “Shimcha”, or  “Your Name”. We pray that God’s name and fame spread to 
all members of mankind. “Shimcha” represents the true concept of Hashem, how we should refer to Hashem. 
This is the first aspect of perfection – to divest oneself of falsehood in the realm of Hashem and to have an 
accurate notion of what we mean when we speak of Him. However, this alone is not enough, for the prayer 
continues.

It would seem that mere recognition of Hashem, while exceedingly important is, in itself, not enough. The 
objective is to follow through on the practical implications and significance of that recognition. This must infuse 
a person with awe, and a desire to live a life, which is in accordance with, and finds favor in the eyes of Hashem. 
Thus, the discovery of Hashem must lead to a new attitude toward life based upon acting in accordance with His 
Will.

However, the question then arises:  If I know Hashem, does this mean that I know His Will?  Does correct 
action automatically stem from affirmation of His Existence? Judaism answers in the negative. The third of the 
middle blessings is called “Shofrot” (shofar blasts). This is a reference to the heavenly shofar blasts, which were part 
of the Divine Revelation at Sinai. Judaism is founded on the notion that Hashem has revealed His laws and His 
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“Derech Hachaim” (path of life) to mankind. Those who seek to serve Him must search out the authentic Revela-
tion.

The path to proper Divine service is blocked by counterfeit religious systems, all of which, have brazenly appro-
priated the claim of having been “revealed” religions, or Divinely given. Just as the righteous person must differ-
entiate between the true God and the idolatrous notion, so too he must be wise and discern the true religion, i.e., 
the revealed religion, from the falsified ones, which have been invented by man and whose claim of Divinity is 
arrogant and unfounded.

Rosh Hashana is thus a challenge to the Jew as well as to the world. Indeed we must awaken from our slumber 
and activate our minds to confront the central truth of human existence.

The holiday of Rosh Hashanah inaugurates the Aseret Yemei Teshuva (Ten Days of Repentance). This is a time 
of purposeful reflection which is directed at the self. All year long, we are keen observers of human behavior. We 
are very good at noticing and criticizing the weaknesses and shortcomings of those around us. Moral condemna-
tion of others can have its downside. The very act of criticizing confers a feeling of righteousness on the one who 
is doing it. We need to recognize that one of the most formidable obstacles to improvement is the powerful sense 
of self-righteousness that pervades the human psyche. 

Contemporary society compounds the problem. Our culture revels in the exploitation of human disgrace. 
Nothing is more appealing than the downfall of the mighty especially if the culprits are political and spiritual 
leaders. The scandals of prominent people are a commodity of great value to our gossip providers. We eagerly 
consume every tidbit pertaining to the seamy side of life. Let us be honest and acknowledge the substantial 
satisfaction we receive from beholding the corruption of others. In an irrational way, it makes us feel better about 
ourselves. Nothing is more dangerous than basing one’s self esteem on the moral weakness of others. We cannot 
obtain righteousness by comparisons. 

The Rabbis say: “Do not judge your friend till you have been in his place”. They realized that man is dishonest 
by nature. We are not interested in Justice and Fairness but are predisposed toward a negative verdict. Our inner 
sense of righteousness impels us to seek out guilt in others. One of the most powerful emotions is that of self-love. 
It blinds us to our flaws and overestimates the “greatness” of our positive qualities. If left unchecked it can block 
the path of genuine improvement. 
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Thus, the Rabbis have instructed us in the matter of Judgment. Before you engage in it put your instinctive 
feelings aside. Ask yourself if you have been in “that” place. If you have not then recuse yourself. You cannot hope 
to arrive at a legitimate conclusion, and the experience will be harmful. It will simply gratify your lust for scandal 
and confirm your misguided sense of righteousness. Unless, of course, you have been in his place. For when we 
criticize the excesses of the rich and famous, we often proclaim: “I would never do that”. The Rabbis remind us 
that that is not necessarily true. Let us not take moral credit simply because we did not have the opportunity. 
Success, power and wealth transform the ego in ways we do not fully comprehend, if we have not been there. So 
the message of the Rabbis is: Do not look at others because you do not even understand yourself. 

Judaism teaches that righteousness is something we must constantly strive for. It is not achieved suddenly or 
easily. The Rabbis referred to human existence as the Milchemet HaChayim, the War of Life. How beneficial is 
the uncompromising honesty of our Sages. We face a long road with many struggles and setbacks. To be sure, we 
are not always the most energetic and dedicated warriors. In fact, we are sometimes guilty of the worst crime a 
solider can commit: falling asleep on the job. In most armies, such negligence would trigger a court martial with 
the strong possibility of a death sentence. 

We too fall asleep during our Milchemet HaChayim but our Commander is a Being of infinite mercy. He 
knows our nature and weaknesses, and encourages us to never despair. He is “Slow to anger”, “Long suffering” 
and wants us not to be defeated by our sins but to do Teshuva and live. The mitzvah of Shofar is based on the 
recognition that we fall asleep on the job. It is designed to be a powerful wake up call. 

In the Laws of Repentance, 3:4 the Rambam provides a poignant explanation of the significance of Shofar:

“Even though the blowing of the Shofar on Rosh Hashanah is a scriptural decree it hints at an idea i.e. Sleepers, 
bestir yourselves, and those immersed in deep sleep awaken from your slumber and inspect your deeds and return 
in Teshuva and remember your Creator. This reference is to those who forget the truth in the vanities of the time 
and spend their entire year immersed in illusion and emptiness, which can neither benefit nor save them. Pay heed 
to your souls and improve your ways and deeds and let each of you abandon his evil path and incorrect thoughts”.

The message of the Shofar is that we need to awaken to the reality of our existence and focus attention on the 
state of our souls, the path of our lives, the direction in which we are headed. We must abandon our false sense of 
righteousness and refrain completely from passing judgment on others. Rosh Hashanah is a moment of truth 
which demands the greatest courage because it asks that we overcome the fear of being honest about ourselves. 
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Regarding the question raised in connection with Einstein two weeks ago in the 
JewishTimes, Einstein was stated to believed in “Spinoza’s God; a God who reveals 
Himself in the orderly harmony of what exists, and not in the God who concerns 

Himself in the fate and actions of human beings.” I would ask Einstein, “Did you not 
oppose all forms of oppression and brutality, while also revering Maimonides and 

other great people? Did you not express your gratitude to the Jewish people for their 
compassion for man? So why would you be concerned about the fate of man, to be a 

compassionate man? Is man significant or not, in your estimation? Would God - 
having created man - not be concerned with the fate of man, who you, Einstein, 

maintain such an estimation? Is there not a contradiction in your words?” Why are 
you concerned about mankind, of whom you feel God is unconcerned?

I say this with all respect for Einstein. I am nothing compared to him. But no man is 
beyond reproach. Einstein contradicts himself. Einstein says that it is important that 
man recognize God, even Spinoza’s God. If so, then God is in fact concerned with 
man. For who else will recognize Spinoza’s God, other than man? If it is important 
that God of the cosmos be recognized, who shall recognize Him? None other than 

man can recognize God.

Thus, man’s fate is quite important, and God does in fact desire man to recognize 
Him. The God of the cosmos indeed is concerned about the fate of man.


