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Preface

The title, As In Heaven, So On Earth, is explained in the Introduction to Volume One. Put simply, our task here is to align our earthly lives with heavenly values and the Divine Will. To accomplish that we have been given the Torah. In particular, the first book of the Torah, Beraishis (Genesis), is designed to teach us ways of derech eretz, which we explained means to remember that we are made b’tzelem Elokim, in the Divine Image. Volume One of As In Heaven, So On Earth, covered the weekly portions of Beraishis and Noah. Volume Two completes sefer Beraishis, covering the portions of Lech-Lecha to VaYechi.

Although this series takes the text of the Torah as a starting point, and can therefore be used on a weekly basis, it is by no means limited to that. The lessons are universal and apply all year round. In this volume, let us draw attention to two chapters in particular, Chapter 8, “Finding Your Bashert,” and Chapter 10, “Every Child A Special Individual.” The former elaborates upon the oftentimes knotty issue of shidduchim, “match-making.” Although it constitutes only one chapter, we have endeavored to put into it some major principles of finding and choosing a mate. This is a topic relevant not only to singles but parents, whose children will grow up before they know it. The latter chapter (10) lays down important principles regarding chinuch, “education.” There is no need to remark how important and sorely needed clarity in this field is. These chapters are only two examples of how the material in these volumes should be read and reviewed more than once a year on the particular weekly portion they happen to fall out in.

[image: image]

The key to understanding the transition between this volume and the previous entails comprehending the difference between Noah and Abraham. Noah was a tzaddik, a righteous person. He was the second father of the human race. And he was alive at the time of Abraham. According to one source,1 in fact, Abraham learned under Noah for forty years, from the age of ten to the age of fifty. (A question we will address, if we accept the premise that Noah was the early teacher of Abraham, is that sources offer different opinions exactly when Abraham recognized his Creator: some say at the age of three, some say at ten, some at forty, and some say he was forty-eight. If, however, he learned from Noah at the age of ten, how could he have come to belief in G–d only much later?)

Noah was a prophet to whom G–d spoke. He knew people who had seen Adam first hand. Thus, Abraham could not have had a better teacher to instruct him about G–d. The question that should bother us is that if Noah was such a learned and righteous person why was Abraham the one thrown into the furnace? (Nimrod, ruler of the world, had Abraham thrown into a fiery furnace for espousing belief in the One G–d.) Why didn’t Noah, the teacher, step forward to risk his life for the sake of the truth? The answer sheds light on the difference between Noah and Abraham.

When Abraham was forty-eight, a monumental event took place. Humanity united to build the Tower of Babel. What was their goal? There were many groups, each with their own motivations, but the common denominator was that they saw the Tower as a connecting point between heaven and earth. (Heaven, in this sense, represents spirituality, Elokus [G–dliness], and soul, while earth is another term for materialism, the mundane, and the body.) They only differed over the purpose of this connecting point. Was the goal the earth, was it heaven, was it neither, or was it both?

Abraham observed the way three predecessors had dealt with the relationship between heaven and earth: Adam, Chanoch, and Noah. Each represented a unique understanding of heaven and earth. Abraham discovered a fourth path.

Adam had ignored heaven. He disobeyed G–d and brought death to the earth (see Volume 1, Chapter 15). Chanoch did the opposite. He ignored the earth. He was so holy that he merited to ascend to heaven without ever dying. According to our mystical texts, he even became the angel “Metat.” G–d, however, did not give the earth to humanity to abandon as Chanoch did.

Noah was a righteous man, too. He went one step further than Chanoch and said, “The earth is my responsibility. If my Creator wants me to keep seven commandments — which represent my responsibility to the earth — then I will keep seven commandments.” Indeed, Noah instilled humanity with a basic decency, based on the principles of the seven commandments (i.e. Do not kill, murder, commit adultery, etc.). Noah’s limitation, though, was that he restricted his responsibilities to the earth only. “Heaven?” he said. “What relationship do I have to heaven? I’m a ‘man of the earth’ (Genesis 9:20). I will watch over the earth and keep it as beautiful as the way G–d created it. But I’m not here to add anything to it.”

Adam destroyed the earth. Chanoch abandoned the earth. Noah became a mere “man of the earth.” Abraham knew of Adam and Chanoch, plus observed the ways of his teacher Noah first hand. He eventually went one step beyond Noah, however, when he asked the question, “What is the purpose of heaven? Why have we been bestowed with a soul?” This led Abraham to a great revelation: The earth has been put into the care of humanity not just to preserve, as my teacher Noah maintains, but to infuse with heaven. My purpose is to bring heaven down into earth.

The practical difference between Noah’s philosophy and Abraham’s became manifest in the question how to deal with Nimrod. Noah, for all his righteousness, was content to sit in isolation. I’m not obligated to risk my life for the sake of bringing people to the proper belief in G–d, Noah rationalized. And he was right. According to halacha, a ben-Noah (a Gentile) is not obligated to give up his life to sanctify G–d’s name.

Abraham also put primary importance on life, earthly life, but came to the conclusion that sometimes earthly life could be enhanced (infused with heaven) only if it was sacrificed. Abraham said, “Allowing Nimrod to rule unopposed would suffocate humanity and effectively eliminate the truth of G–d’s existence from civilization. Life would become a living death for the world’s inhabitants as well as for generations of people yet to be born. Dying for this cause, then, is not really death. If by my death this earth gets infused with a little bit of heaven, then death is not death — it’s life.”

Heaven is like a seedling in this earthly world. (Vichayai olam nota bisochainu, “And eternal life [i.e. heaven] You have planted in our midst . . . .”) Through cultivating that seedling, a person merits techias hameisim, “resurrection,” which by definition is an earthly life infused with spirituality. Just as death is a prerequisite for resurrection (see Chapter 22), so, too, sacrifice of the earthly is sometimes the only way to infuse spirituality into earthly life. This reflects the understanding about heaven and earth that Abraham had which Noah lacked.

Abraham, of course, was saved miraculously. The flames of Nimrod’s furnace did not harm him. This proved conclusively that his understanding was truer and higher than Noah’s. (Consequently, we say in our prayers every morning, “You are G–d the Creator who chose Abram [i.e Abraham] by saving him from Ur Kasdim [literally, the ‘furnace of Kasdim’].”)

Noah was the undisputed holy man of his time. He had literally saved the human race. It was an enormous test for Abraham to break with him. But he had discerned an understanding of G–d and His relationship with the world which Noah had not. And this explains the conflicting statements about what age Abraham “recognized his Creator.” In the simplest sense he came to an understanding of monotheism as early as the age of three, or ten when he became a student of Noah. Nevertheless, Abraham eventually went beyond Noah’s understanding of his Creator, and attained that profound understanding — G–d’s purpose for earth and heaven — at a later age, after he had absorbed his teacher’s knowledge and surpassed it.

We hope that As In Heaven, So On Earth will help each of you expand your knowledge and recognize your Creator in the most profound way.

Lech Lecha


CHAPTER 1

Abraham:
The Searcher

• Thinkers. Viktor Frankl and Logotherapy. Terach. The Capital “I”. Faith. Real Self-Esteem. Who Am I?

A study conducted years ago concluded that only one percent of people think; four percent of people think they think; and ninety-five percent of people would rather die than think.

Most people simply do not think. Entertainment, food, movies, exotic vacations — people pay a lot of money to have others distract them from the burden of thinking. Some do it with drugs, some with alcohol, some with spending money, some with pursuing it — anything to not be left alone with themselves and their thoughts.

There are a minority of people today, however, who at least think they think. They are active, intellectual, and concerned. In reality, though, because they make up their goals and values, or because they blindly inherit society’s goals and values, they live their lives within man-made frameworks and never even conceive of categories beyond their basic assumptions. Consequently, their activity, well-meaning or not, is limited in scope. They only think they think.

And then there are those who really think. What distinguishes them? Let me explain.

Viktor Frankl and Logotherapy

I am involved with various types of “support groups”: bereaved parents, divorcees, childless couples, etc. I generally don’t read secular books, so my approach is based almost exclusively on Torah ideas. My general message to these people is that there is a point to suffering; it’s all orchestrated by G–d to spur you to grow and learn; everything has a meaning and once you discover the meaning you become enthusiastic about life again, despite the pain; suffering is like labor pains: if you stick them out you give birth to something new, and so on. This is my system.

Once, after a lecture, a woman approached me and said, “You’re preaching Viktor Frankl.”

“Viktor Frankl?” I asked. “Who’s he?”

“Come on, Rabbi Tauber. Don’t tell me you don’t know who Viktor Frankl is. Your whole approach is exactly the same as his Logotherapy.”

“I really don’t know what you’re talking about,” I assured her. “I don’t know Viktor Frankl and I don’t know Logotherapy.”

After the next class she gave me a copy of Viktor Frankl’s first book, Man’s Search For Meaning. Dr. Frankl, a Jew born in Vienna in 1905, was already a successful psychiatrist by the 1930’s. When the war came he was deported to the camps but somehow managed to survive the worst of them, including Auschwitz. After liberation he rebuilt his life and wrote Man’s Search For Meaning, in which he described his experiences in the camps and set down the groundwork for the psychotherapeutic method he called Logotherapy. His ideas made him so famous that Logotherapy became known as the “third school of Viennese psychotherapy” (Freud’s and Adler’s being the first two). The core idea of his entire philosophy is that a desire for meaning is the most important drive a person can possess.

I have to admit that when I started reading his book I was amazed how similar our ideas were. According to Dr. Frankl, for instance, the primary cause of mental and even physical breakdown is lack of meaning: the person simply feels his or her life is meaningless. A healthy person, conversely, is the person who realizes why he lives and that every event — good or bad — has meaning. I had been saying this for years.

He also writes, “I prefer a world with free choice that can produce an Adolph Hitler rather than a world without free choice which can produce only angels.” This theme — that evil is a necessary ingredient in this world because it gives us free choice — is an idea I had repeated many, many times.

A short while after I began reading his book, however, I began to wonder: True, every occurrence has a meaning, but what, Dr. Frankl, do you say is the ultimate meaning? I did not find the answer in his first book, so I read his second. I did not find it there, so I researched further. Finally, I came across a statement where he responded to the question, “Dr. Frankl, aren’t you teaching religion?”

“No,” he answered. “I bring a man to the door. It is the decision of the man to pass the door or not. You can believe in G–d however you conceive Him to be.” Then I finally understood. Frankl was not espousing anything new. He was espousing the philosophy of Terach, Abraham’s father.

Terach

Our Sages tell us that Terach was a manufacturer of idols.2 And he ran a flourishing business. He was a very smart businessman — as well as an expert psychologist. He knew that wherever a person feels a vacuum of meaning he feels depressed. Terach, therefore, told people they had to have meaning in their lives.

“What meaning?” they would ask.

“Whatever meaning you want,” he would reply. And then he would fashion an idol for them which perfectly matched the meaning they were looking for.

The idea of idol worship is not just making wood and stone figures. It is a whole psychology. Everyone needs to feel connected to a higher meaning in life. How do you satisfy this need? Just find something — anything; it doesn’t really matter what — and worship it.

Terach discovered Logotherapy. He made people happy by telling them that they had meaning in their lives. “You live for meaning,” he told them. “What meaning? Whatever you decide to make a god.”

Abraham also realized that a person must have meaning in life. He eventually concluded, however, that if you want real meaning you cannot simply worship a meaning which you yourself fabricate. If there is really such a thing as meaning it must come from beyond man-made ideas, values, and philosophies.

Abraham was the first true thinker, therefore — the first one who began asking questions that really hurt: Is there a G–d or isn’t there? And, if there is a G–d why did He create me? Why have I been endowed with an intellect, sensitivity, emotions, feelings of nobility and community, appreciation of beauty, art, etc.? What is their purpose — just to make a living? What is the purpose of life — just to live seventy, eighty, or ninety years and then die? If there is no destination beyond, no higher destiny, what is the point?

The people in Abraham’s time skirted these questions because they were afraid of getting an answer. They were afraid of the truth. To admit the truth is to admit that one has a responsibility to live up to. Consequently, they did not even ask the questions or they asked questions which did not ultimately lead anywhere. They thought that they thought, and led others to also think that they thought. But they did not really think.

The Capital “I”

Several years ago, I helped a young women raised in an assimilated environment decide to study Torah in Israel. After a few months, I received a beautiful letter from her. In it she wrote an enormously insightful line: “In English, whenever people speak about themselves they use the word ‘I.’ ‘I’ need, ‘I’ want, ‘I’ went, etc. And it is always spelled with a capital ‘I’ and placed at the beginning of a sentence. In Hebrew, however, is it usually just the opposite. The same word, ‘I,’ in Hebrew, is a yud, the smallest letter, and placed at the end of a word: ochalti, halachti, debarti, etc.”

With this simple idea she summarized the discovery Abraham made which changed humanity. Abraham went on a quest throughout the civilized world, researching one cult and idol worship after another in search of truth. Eventually he came to the conclusion that if you do not first clear away your “capital I” you end up worshipping nothing except lifeless manifestations of your ideals (your “I”-deals, your “I”-dols), which are nothing but your inclinations, tastes, pleasures, etc. This realization was a monumental leap for humanity. Until then all humanity was hopelessly mired in the muck of their own finite delusions.

These ancient societies were not primitive or backwards by any means. They had, in fact, developed a very high culture with technology capable of producing the pyramids. (Modern day scientists have not concluded exactly how that task was accomplished.) From the artifacts of their long lost civilizations, we can deduce that the intellects of Abraham’s time had produced very profound systems of thinking and philosophy. These must have attracted the young, searching Abraham. And indeed, our Sages tell us, Abraham examined every conceivable idolatry and ideology in the hope of finding the truth. He developed a penetrating mind familiar with all the classic schools of thought in his day.

At one point, however, he came to the conclusion that all this knowledge served no purpose. No matter how intellectual and educated a person was he could never trust his mind to give him the objective truth. People were only thinking they were thinking. All the high and mighty priests, prophets, politicians, and professors knew nothing. They were all trapped within the confines of their own subjective minds. They were creating gods, not discovering G–d. At best, they were Viktor Frankls making people happy, giving them gods, but gods which were no more than projections of their own subconscious minds. As an honest, searching philosopher it was inevitable that one day Abraham should come to the realization that all the knowledge in his day counted for nothing.

When he reached that point his capital “I” ceased to exist. He attained the knowledge that in order to advance he had to divest himself of his ego. He had to graduate from the level of philosophy to a higher level: the level of faith.

Faith

And Hashem said to Abram, “Get yourself away from your land, from your birthplace, from the house of your father to the land that I will show you.” (Genesis 12:1)

This was one of Abraham’s ten tests.3 His Maker was telling him to get away from his capital “I” — his country, his birthplace, his father’s house. Sometimes we identify so closely with our beliefs and self-made systems of viewing the world that it is harder to relinquish our philosophy of life than our physical life. This is what G–d was encouraging Abraham to do: divest himself of his life philosophy.

Moreover, Abraham was not told specifically what to believe and where he was going. He was only told that he was going to a vague “land that I will show you.” Each of us has a “Promised Land,” a beautiful hope or goal we live for. It was a great act of faith for Abraham to abandon his personal “Promised Land” for a vague promise of some unspecified destination.

And, so, faith was the cornerstone of Abraham’s greatness; it was the monumental step which catapulted him beyond the station of his contemporaries. The springboard for this leap was the fact that he reached the point where he was willing to give up his “capital I.”

Real Self-Esteem

One should not confuse giving up the capital “I” with lack of self-esteem. To the contrary, one cannot possibly give up the capital “I” if one does not have true self-esteem. Self-esteem is not arrogance. Self-esteem is knowing that by yourself you are nothing and nothing is possible, but with G–d you are everything and everything is possible.

People ask me why there is no self-esteem today. “First,” I say, “there is plenty of ‘esteem.’ The problem is that there is no ‘self.’” Self-esteem is a popular phrase. Anyone who knows a little psychology bandies it about. Most contemporary psychological techniques and “technologies” to make people feel good about themselves, however, often have little to do with true self-esteem. If the only goal is to make people happy then you create a laughing hyena. That is not self-esteem.

Abraham, on the other hand, is truly the role-model of a person with self-esteem. He genuinely acquired his self. And it was not easy. It was the most difficult act imaginable, because it entailed first discarding everything he considered to be “himself.” (And later, when we learn about the akeida — the “binding” of Isaac — we will see this theme of losing-everything-to-gain-everything in its most challenging form.) This is self-esteem, an esteem based on real meaning resulting from an uncompromising and tenacious search for the truth. Abraham didn’t need psychology and self-help techniques to acquire self-esteem. He acquired it the real way: by discovering the root of his being through living up to the most difficult challenges of his life.

Who Am I?

Statistics reveal that an enormous number of people today suffer from depression. While some are conscious of their depression many more are not, yet they continue in their daily routines with a non-descript feeling that something is amiss. What is the root cause of depression? It is believing, at some level at least, that life is meaningless, that what you do does not count for anything. If you believe that what you do does not count, then you have no self. If you do not believe you are utilizing the unique gifts and circumstances G–d has given you, then you cannot be happy.

We are much greater than we perhaps think we are. This is one of the problems with not being a thinker: not realizing the bounty of greatness we have been bestowed. Or we think we are great for the wrong reasons: because we have a nice car, earn a lot of money, know this-and-this person, etc.

Who am I? Am I a biological machine with a computer for a brain and a pump for a heart? Am I an animal, descendant of animals? Or am I a human being? And if I am a human being, what does that mean? What is the greatness of a human being? The greatness of a human being, Abraham realized, is that G–d made him in His image and endowed him with the ability to transcend his limited ego. This is the foundation of self-esteem. And this is truly where everything begins.



CHAPTER 2

Strangers In A
Strange Land

• Visions Of Exile And Redemption. The Baal Teshuva Movement. Secular Israeli High School Students.

In order to become a true thinker, Abraham first had to fully explore the limitations of man-made philosophy. Once he accomplished that, the next step was to move his capital “I” out of the way with an act of faith, as we explained in the previous chapter. After he took this leap of faith, acknowledging that he knew nothing, G–d, ironically, revealed Himself to him.

After these things the word of Hashem came to Abram . . . (Genesis 15:1)

Once Abraham received this communication from G–d his problems were not solved. Foremost among them was that he was childless.

And Abram said, “My Lord, Hashem, what will you give me seeing that I go childless? [My only heir is] the servant of my house, Eliezer of Damascus.” (Genesis 15:2)

G–d answered him:

And, behold, the word of Hashem came to him, saying, “This one [Eliezer] shall not be your heir; rather one who will come out of your own loins will be your heir.” And He brought him outside and said, “Look now toward heaven and count the stars, if you can count them . . . So shall be your seed.” (Genesis 15:4-5)

Thus, Abraham was told he was going to father a child. That promise, however, only raised another dilemma.

“How will I know that I will inherit it?” (Genesis 15:8)

“Tell me in what merit they [my descendants] will establish [themselves] in it [i.e. the land]?” (Rashi)

Abraham had been told he would have children but the question was, how would these children maintain their spiritual well-being? Abraham had attained his merit because he was a true searcher, a person who started from scratch and discovered the truth on his own. His children, however, would not start from scratch. They would have his legacy and the traditions of his hard-won knowledge. How, then, could they ever duplicate his merit and thereby deserve to be given the Promised Land? This was Abraham’s question.

In response G–d told him:

“. . . know that your children are going to be strangers in a strange land, where they will be enslaved and oppressed for 400 years . . .” (Genesis 15:13)

At first, this seems like a strange answer. How can slavery benefit the spiritual well-being of his offspring? If anything, it seems, it would lower them!

The gist of G–d’s response, however, was as follows: “If this is what you want — that your children should earn your degree of merit through their own efforts — then I will strip them of everything. I will send them into ‘a land not their own for 400 years’ where they will be oppressed until they will become dry of all merit. Then they will be just like you — starting with nothing — and have the opportunity to regain everything on their own as you did.”4

This became the underlying design of all future Jewish suffering. According to the Sages, when G–d told Abraham: “Take three cows, three goats, three rams, a turtledove and a pigeon”5 (Genesis 15:9) He was informing him of the future exiles6 — from the Babylonian, Persian, and Greek exiles to the Edom-Roman exile which we currently live under.7 It is not a coincidence, then, that in our day the majority of Jews are no longer committed to full Torah observance. This was predicted long ago as part of the vision shown Abraham. The process of exile, losing one’s roots and identity in the world, was (and is) a destruction which is part of a greater process of construction.

The Baal Teshuva Movement

We do not need to look much further than the Baal Teshuva Movement in our day to see this principle in action. We see with our own eyes how totally assimilated Jews, ignorant of the most basic knowledge of Judaism, return to the fold and become role models of commitment, devotion, and even Torah knowledge. Let me briefly share with you a couple of stories in which I was personally involved to impress upon you to what extent Abraham’s seeker’s spirit has been revived in our time.

A couple in their late thirties, both accomplished psychologists (who had co-authored a successful book), had been living together for seven or eight years. He was Jewish, she a Lebanese-Christian educated and raised in America. They decided to travel around the world and tour the Middle East. They first came to Lebanon and visited her relatives (hiding, of course, the fact that he was Jewish). After Lebanon they went to Cyprus and then to Israel. One day, they visited Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem.

As they walked out, he became emotional, turned to her and said, “You know, if I marry you as you are I will complete the job Hitler could not.” To make a long story short he found a yeshiva for late beginners, studied there for four or five weeks, and was on the road to a deep commitment to Judaism. As this was happening she said to herself, “If the religion is so powerful and meaningful to him, then I should study it as well.” Having been in India and studied numerous religions, she was not a naive inquirer, but after a month of study she came to the conclusion that she should convert. The rabbis discouraged her, told her to go home to her wealthy family in America, argue it out with them (they had threatened to disown her if she converted), and if afterward she still wanted to convert she should come back. She followed their advice, went home, came back after two months, converted, and the two of them married.

During the two months the woman was in America, though, the man wrote a letter to his retired father, a widower living an active social life in Manhattan. When his father read the letter how his son separated from his girl-friend and was becoming religious he became maddened. He was sure his educated son had been brainwashed or gone crazy. He decided he had to go to Jerusalem and talk to his son himself.

“How could you even consider becoming religious?” he asked. “You are an educated, modern person. Don’t you know the religion is outdated and backward?” And so on.

The son, for his part, could not answer all his father’s questions but he said to him, “Dad, I have not learned long enough to answer everything. Yet I am sure there are people here who can. Why don’t you sit in on some classes with me and ask them all your questions?”

One class turned into one day’s worth of classes. One day turned into one week. One week turned into five full weeks. Mollified and impressed, though not fully committed himself, he returned to America. During the intermediate days of Passover I happened to be in the office of Yeshiva Ohr Somayach, in Monsey, New York, when the phone rang.

“Hello, Rabbi, my name is Mr. So-and-so. My son told me to call this number. Here is my story. I am sixty-eight years old. I just came back from Israel today and had a beautiful Passover with my son in Jerusalem. I realize that if I sleep even one night here I will get reconnected to my old lifestyle and lose this beautiful feeling I have. If, however, I find a place to go where the atmosphere is right I may actually begin to enjoy this type of life.”

“Take the next bus,” I said, “and you can stay by me as long as you like.”

He came and we set him up with a learning partner in the yeshiva. Needless to say he became fascinated. To make it short he was transformed into a young man again, getting up with zest at six-thirty in the morning and staying in the yeshiva till ten or eleven o’clock at night. His face would beam. He was inflamed with passion for Torah learning. He could not understand how he could have been so close-minded before. A year or so later this sixty-eight year old baal teshuva married, moved to Jerusalem, and now he spends his days in stimulating learning, hosting guests every Shabbos, and helping Jewish youngsters come back to their religion.

This is not fiction. And it is not a one-time story. Stories like these are multiplied in the thousands and thousands. In Israel, it is unbelievable what has happened over the past couple of decades. The most secular, affluent, and prestigious people — including comedians, TV personalities, politicians — are coming back.

I like to tell the story of “Pupik,” one of the most famous comedians in Israel years ago. Today, he is a rabbi giving classes in Jerusalem. “What,” I asked him, “first led you to become religious?”

“Once,” he said, “I was performing in Habima, one of the most popular theaters in Tel-Aviv. Some of the wealthiest, most sophisticated people came to hear me that night. I had the audience in the palm of my hands. One minute I had them laughing and the next, crying. They were rolling in the aisles. The evening was a great success.

“During intermission, however, a sobering thought came to me,” he related. “I know I am a nobody. Yet this nobody has all those somebodies in the palm of his hand, I said to myself. Then it hit me,” he said. “If I, a nobody, can so easily control all those ‘somebodies,’ then what nobody is controlling me? They dance to my tune, but to whose music am I dancing? After the performance, as I walked down Allenby Street, and as people came over to me asking for my autograph, the thought kept bouncing around my head: If they are not free, then what makes me think I am free? What makes me think I am not being controlled by media or cultural influences?

“That was the first dent in my soul,” he told me. “From then on I decided I had to rethink my life and reinvestigate my purpose for living. What was I really accomplishing? What was my life really all about? Who was I? I became a searcher — searching and searching and searching. From that searching I came to where I am today.”

Another even more famous Israeli media personality, Uri Zohar, who was particularly mocking of religion, shocked Israeli society when he took up Torah and became a baal teshuva. Even a grandchild of Yitzchak Greenbaum is a baal teshuva today. Do you know who Yitzchak Greenbaum was? He, an early Zionist who fought religion hand and tooth, was famous for saying (during the Holocaust when the possibility of saving Jews was brought up), “One cow in Israel is more valuable than a few Jews in Europe.” He must be turning over in his grave now because his grandchild is taking up with verve that which he so vigorously rejected.

Today’s youth are rejecting the older generation which found no meaning in Torah. This was Abraham. His father was one of the leading idol worshipers of his time. His world was submerged in the most vile forms of idolatry. Yet, he found himself. He found G–d.

Secular Israeli High School Students

I was once asked to speak to secular Israeli students at one of the most notoriously atheistic high schools in the Galilee. As it turns out, the administrator of the school had become a secret baal teshuva. Afraid that if anyone found out that he practices Judaism he would lose his job, he observes the Torah in private. I like to call him one of today’s “marranos.”

“If your blood isn’t thick,” he warned me when he originally asked me to speak, “don’t bother. You won’t believe what you will see.”

When I arrived I was led into an auditorium and immediately understood what he meant. You can’t imagine the scene. It took ten minutes just to quiet down these eighteen-year-old kids. They were wild. Eventually, this administrator was able to introduce me and say, “Here is a gentleman from America. He will give a lecture concerning the ‘claim’ [to show them that he was on their side he emphasized the word ‘claim’] that we are living in the time just before Redemption when Mashiach [the Messiah] will come.” All of a sudden, the entire auditorium burst into thunderous laughter. Master of the Universe, I said to myself, if this is how they behave before I even start, what can I expect to accomplish?

Suddenly, a line came to my mind. “It is such a pleasure to speak to you here,” I began, “.. . and not to kids in America. Over here, you see, when the name Mashiach is mentioned, at least you burst out in laughter. If I mention Mashiach to an auditorium of American high schoolers they say, ‘What kind of car is Mashiach?’ They never even heard the word Mashiach. That is why it is such a pleasure to talk to students like you. Your grandparents may have cried when they heard mention of Mashiach, while you mockingly laugh — but at least you react!”

On one hand, a person can say that today we are farther away than ever from meriting the final redemption. Just 250 years ago there was virtually no such thing as a Jew who was secular. The vast majority were pious and learned, or at least dedicated and devoted in their own ways. Today, ninety percent of Jews are non-observant, intermarriage is well over fifty percent, and an enormous percentage have absolutely no Jewish identity at all.

On the other hand, however, this is exactly the situation Abraham foresaw. One who is raised religious does not necessarily feel the need to ask the types of questions Abraham asked. The vacuum in the modern world stimulates some people to become searchers. Today, when a person born into the secular world discovers the truth and beauty of Torah values on his own he is doing exactly what Abraham did. This was not possible 250 years ago when there was no such thing as a secular Jew. Thus, collectively, our generation resembles Abraham in many ways. That is why we may be closer to redemption than any previous generation.

And this is exactly what Abraham wanted for his offspring: to be self-made like him. To become self-made they would have to start with nothing and live in a world which laughed at ideas like Mashiach, family values, and the existence of G–d. This is why G–d told him that his descendants would become enslaved and face exile. He was answering Abraham’s request to arrange a situation where they would be able to merit the stature of self-made people.

(For more on this theme see Darkness Before Dawn, especially Chapters 4 and 5.)


CHAPTER 3

Yishmael,
The Wild Man

• Love and Discipline. Circumcision. The Cap of the World. Yishmael’s Circumcision in the Zohar. Return to the Land. In Summary.

And Sarai, the wife of Abram, had borne him no children. She had an Egyptian maidservant, whose name was Hagar. And Sarai said to Abram, “See, now, Hashem has withheld me from giving birth. Come to my maidservant, perhaps I will be built through her.” And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. . . .

And an angel of Hashem said to [Hagar], “Behold, you will conceive and bear a son. You shall name him Yishmael, for Hashem has ‘heard’ your suffering. But he will be a wild man [pereh adam]. His hand will be in everyone’s; and everyone’s hand will be in his. And he will dwell in the presence of all his brothers.” (Genesis 16:1-4, 11-12)

The Torah tells us that there were ten generations from Adam to Noah, and ten further generations from Noah to Abraham. Abraham was the product of a twenty generation development. He was the first one to realize the full potential latent in Adam’s soul which was passed down from generation to generation. Abraham discovered it and brought it to full fruition. He was, therefore, the first one to truly embody the potential G–d had planted in humanity when He created Adam. (See Volume 1, Chapter 5.)

The process can be compared to making wine, or extracting gold from ore, or refining crude oil. Abraham’s job was to refine the original soul of Adam, step by step, until it would become pure. His first step was to separate the dross in his soul. This dross was Yishmael, the “wild Adam [i.e. man].” He was the negative side of Adam that Abraham had to purge from his being. To be sure, Yishmael possessed positive elements of Abraham’s legacy,8 yet he remained unrefined in regard to others.

In a deeper sense, this explains why Sarah wanted to have a child through her maidservant, Hagar. It was a necessary preparation to bring out the totally pure aspect of Abraham, for originally Abraham harbored an impure element. In order for Sarah to give birth to a Yitzchak (Isaac), who would stem from the totally pure part of Abraham, this impure element had to first be purged. This impure element was Yishmael, the “wild man.”

The same pattern occurred with Yitzchak’s two sons, Esav and Yaakov. Esav was the impurity of Yitzchak while Yaakov embodied his totally pure aspect. (See Chapter 9.)

Love and Discipline

Love and Discipline need to be understood in a deeper sense. There are two major character flaws: lust (ta’aveh) and arrogance (ga’aveh). Lust and arrogance are, respectively, the shadow of two positive traits: love (chessed) and discipline (gevurah9). Abraham was the pillar of love; Yitzchak, the pillar of discipline. Love usually precedes discipline. Love is an outpouring. Abraham, representing love, was therefore the first forefather.

Love that remains undisciplined and unfocused, however, can cause more harm than good. This undisciplined aspect of love became embodied in Abraham’s first offspring, Yishmael. He represented the shadowy, negative side of love: love that flows without focus whatsoever. This is why he is called the “wild man.” This is also why it says of Yishmael, “His hand will be in everyone’s; and everyone’s hand will be in his.” Like a wild man, he will have no barriers: his hand will be in everyone else’s pocket and everyone else’s will be in his.

Perhaps this last phrase can best be illustrated by thinking of the modern-day Middle East. Just fifty years ago it was one of the most undeveloped parts of the world. With the discovery of oil, however, the Pan-Arabian peoples, who generally claim to be descendants of Yishmael, suddenly became prime players in the Western industrial world. Yet, while they are rich in oil they are poor in technical know-how. They have more money than they know how to spend, yet are completely dependent upon foreign countries to export technology to them. And this is what it means that “His hand will be in everyone’s; and everyone’s hand will be in his.” As the Targum translates, “. . . he will need everyone and everyone will need him.” Yishmael is the love instinct lacking barriers, i.e. ta’aveh.

Unlike Yishmael, Yitzchak balanced Abraham’s primary trait. He took his father’s initial love impulse and balanced it through the opposite trait: discipline (gevurah). Discipline, though, can manifest itself in a negative way as well — to the point where it strangles the outpouring of love and dries it up completely. In the absence of love and a feeling of solidarity with others the characteristics of ego-centricity and/or the will to dominate take over the personality. This was Esav. He was a hunter; he wanted to murder his brother. He embodied the shadow side of strict discipline: ga’aveh.

Yaakov came along and balanced everything out. He knew how to love, but also when and how to resist the impulse to love when it would be destructive. He knew how to discipline, but also when and how to “loosen the reigns.” His trait is therefore called tiferes (beauty) because “beauty” is the perfect symmetry of opposing parts. So, too, Yaakov. He was the perfect balance of love and discipline.

We will discuss Yitzchak, Yaakov, and Esav in detail later. Here, the point is that Abraham’s first son, Yishmael, inherited his father’s main character trait, but in an unfocused, undisciplined way. Therefore, he was the “wild man.”10

Circumcision

And Abram was ninety-nine years old; then Hashem appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am the Almighty G–d (E-l Shad-dai), walk before Me and be whole. I will make My covenant between Me and you, and I will multiply you exceedingly.” And Abram fell on his face.

And Hashem spoke with him, saying, “As for me — behold — [the following shall be] My covenant with you: You will be a father of many nations. No longer will your name be Abram. Rather your name will be Abraham, for I have made you the father of many nations. And I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and make nations of you; kings shall descend from you. And I will establish My covenant between Me and you and with your offspring after you throughout their generations as an everlasting covenant to be a G–d to you and your offspring after you. And I will give to you, and to your offspring after you, the land of your sojourns — the whole land of Canaan — as an everlasting possession; and I will be their G–d.”

And G–d said to Abraham, “And as for you — you shall guard My covenant; you and your seed throughout their generations. This is My covenant which you shall keep between Me and you and your descendants after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. . .” (Genesis 17:1-10)

In this very important prophecy, Abram was first told that he would be given a new name. He would receive an additional letter hey (“h”) to his name and thus become Abraham. The numerical equivalent of the Hebrew name Abram is equal to 243, while Abraham is 248. According to our Sages the body contains 248 organs. This teaches us that prior to this prophecy Abraham was master of only 243 of his limbs. Now, however, with the bestowal of an additional hey, he had gained mastery over the remaining five organs (hey, numerically, equals five), the most difficult organs to control: the two eyes, the two ears, and the place of circumcision.11

After telling Abraham that he and his offspring would be given “the land of [his] sojourns — the whole land of Canaan — as an everlasting possession. . .” G–d commanded him to perform circumcision on himself and his household:

“. . .You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between Me and you. Throughout your generations, at the age of eight days circumcise all your males . . . . Any uncircumcised male who has not circumcised the flesh of his foreskin — that soul shall be cut off from his people; he has voided My covenant.” (Genesis 17:11-12,14)

It is highly significant that Abraham was conveyed the commandment to perform bris milah (circumcision) immediately after he was told that he would be given the land of Canaan because circumcision is the merit by which people earn the right to live in the Holy Land. To understand this we need to examine the idea of circumcision in greater depth.

The Cap of the World

Let us start at the beginning. G–d, who is infinite and eternal, created the world. The world as we see it, however, is not infinite. Quite the contrary, it is finite, limited. This is signified by the name of G–d used in the passage quoted above: E-l Shad-dai. This name refers to G–d in the aspect of “limiting” the infinite; it is the G–d who said “enough” (dai). By rights, a creation of the infinite G–d should be infinite. At a certain point in creation, however, G–d, so to speak, said, “Enough.” He put a limit on the world. G–d did it this way to enable human beings to become partners with Him in transforming the world from a finite place into an infinite place. How do we do that? By taking away the limitation; by removing the cap which keeps the world locked in the prison of finite time and space.

Circumcision is the removal of the “foreskin” (orlah in Hebrew). An orlah is a lock or cap. When we remove the orlah we remove the cap; we unlock the infinite potential trapped within. And this is our goal: to break the “seal” which locks our infinite potential. Our goal is to enable the infinite, eternal soul to break out of its confines in this finite, temporal body. Removing the foreskin signifies that.

Now, just as the individual person has an orlah, so, too, the world. The Land of Israel (and, in particular, the Temple Mount in Jerusalem) is, so to speak, the reproductive organ of the world. As such it also has an orlah. This was the Canaanites. Their culture embodied all the immorality and contamination present in the world. They were the lock, the cap, whose entire purpose was to seal in the infinite potential of the world.

This is also why there were seven Canaanite nations. Each one paralleled a day of creation: their function was to limit the created world, to make finite the infinity of the world. This is also the deeper reason why there is a special commandment to conquer the seven Canaanite nations. It is not merely a nationalistic policy intended to seize control of territory and gain political independence. It is an act of literally universal repercussions: the circumcision of the world.

Removing the foreskin of the world, so to speak, was a long process only begun by Abraham. The big breakthrough took place in the time of King David who conquered the land and purchased the site of the Temple Mount. He laid the groundwork (through his spiritual efforts as well as his physical efforts) for the building of the Bais HaMikdash (Temple). The Bais HaMikdash is the “umbilical cord” between heaven and earth. It is the connecting ground between the finite and the infinite, the human being and the Eternal One. Because of our national failures we forfeited the Bais HaMikdash and severed the link. Mashiach, a descendant of David, will rebuild it and make a permanent connection, infusing this world with eternity.

Abraham was the first one to unlock the possibility of Eternity. He gained mastery over his body and thereby earned the commandment of circumcision, which was a statement that the human being need not be consigned to the limitations of the physical. True, the body is limited. But the soul is not. After bris milah the body is truly capable of becoming infused with soul.

This also explains why the Sages tell us that Abraham sits by the gates of Gehinnom and saves from its fires those who come to the next world with a circumcision.12 Gehinnom represents finite existence, as opposed to afterlife in the Garden of Eden, which is infinite and eternal. Circumcision disposes the finite (Gehinnom) and opens the possibility of Eternity (Garden of Eden). When a person comes to the next world stained with certain sins that by rights should consign him to Gehinnom Abraham helps him if he is circumcised. This is natural because Abraham is the first one who opened the possibility of Eternity. Therefore, he specifically is the one who saves people from entering the constricting, finite, latitudes of Gehinnom even if they are less-than-deserving — as long as they have the mark of Eternity, i.e. circumcision.

This is also why the Land of Israel, which is the focal point of the world’s Eternity, is intimately tied with the commandment to perform circumcision. Eternity cannot be accessed without first removing the “foreskin” of temporality. When you “remove” temporality you merit Eternity.

Yishmael’s Circumcision in the Zohar

Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he circumcised his foreskin; and his son Yishmael was thirteen when he was circumcised on the flesh of his foreskin. (Genesis 17:24-25)

To this day, traditional Arabs circumcise their male children at the age of thirteen. If so, according to what we said above — that the Land of Israel is earned in the merit of circumcision — they, too, should have a share in the Land of Israel. Indeed, this was the thought behind the following passage in the Zohar.13

The heavenly representative of the descendants of Yishmael came before G–d and said, “Why do the Jewish People deserve to possess the Land of Israel?”

“Because they circumcised themselves,” G–d answered.

The heavenly representative then replied, “Do not the children of Yishmael also circumcise themselves?”

“Yes. However, their circumcision is empty.”

According to Jewish law, a proper circumcision must include two acts: chitoch (cutting or removing) and pria (revealing). The first act is negative, i.e. “removing” (the foreskin, or loose outer skin). The second act is positive, i.e. “revealing” (the corona or “crown” beneath the inner skin). In a figurative sense this is the idea behind the verse, “Turn from evil, and do good.”14 It is not enough merely to “turn from evil,” i.e, to remove the limitation. One must also “do good,” i.e. perform some act which brings out the positive.

The Jewish People had two objectives vis-a-vis the Land of Israel: to conquer the idolatrous seven Canaanite nations and to build the Bais HaMikdash. Conquering the seven nations, which included destroying all their idols and ridding the land of its tumah (defilement), parallels chitoch, “removal.” Building the Bais HaMikdash, “revealing” the Presence of G–d in this world, parallels the second step of circumcision, pria. A land free of defilement is necessary, but without the Bais HaMikdash it is “empty.”

This is why the circumcision of the descendants of Yishmael is called “empty.” In contrast to Jewish circumcision, the descendants of Yishmael only perform the first step, chitoch. It is not a full act like ours. They “remove,” but they do not “reveal.” They take away the evil, but they do not add the good. And, mystically speaking, this is why they have no permanent claim to the Land of Israel.

Interestingly, according to Jewish law a Jew is allowed to enter a Mosque and pray because the Moslems unquestionably believe in One G–d. Mohammed, for them, was not G–d incarnate, but simply a prophet. They cut off all traces of idolatry from their beliefs and are genuine monotheists. That is chitoch, removing the evil. Yet, they lack the Bais HaMikdash, which generates holiness. They do not perform pria, revealing the crown. That makes their circumcision “empty” in comparison to the Jews.

Although the heavenly representative of Yishmael could not deny that, nevertheless he still had a card up his sleeve. The same passage in the Zohar continues:

“True,” the heavenly representative of Yishmael replied [we do not perform a complete circumcision]. “However, we do something. And, therefore, we should be rewarded in some way.”

“Yes,” G–d answered. “You are right. Therefore, as long as the land will be ‘empty’ [of the Jewish People] the descendants of Yishmael will be allowed to dominate it. . . .”

G–d tells the heavenly representative that since the Yishmaelites’ circumcision is “empty” they can only occupy the land as long as it is “empty,” i.e. empty of the Jewish People and the Bais HaMikdash.

Return to the Land

The above passage in the Zohar concludes:

“. . . In the future, the descendants of Yishmael will have dominion over the Holy Land for many, many years when it is totally empty [of Jews, Torah and even vegetation] just as their circumcision is empty [i.e. superficial, only entailing the first step of the circumcision process]. And they are going to prevent the Jews from returning to their place until their merits will dry up.”

We know that even though Israel was originally the most fertile land, literally a land flowing with milk and honey, nevertheless, the Torah predicted long ago that should the Jewish People be exiled from it the land would became desolate, so desolate that no other nation would be able to permanently settle there.15 Eventually, though, as predicted, the Jewish People would return.

And G–d, your G–d, will return your captured ones, and He will have compassion upon you, and He will gather you from all the nations G–d scattered you there. (Deut. 30:3-5)

And you, O’ mountains of Israel, you shall shoot forth your branches, and you shall bear your fruit to My nation Israel, because their return is close at hand . . . (Ezekiel 36:8)

In a famous Talmudic passage on this latter verse, the Sages teach:

And so said Rabbi Abba, “There can be no greater sign of the end of exile than this. As it says: ‘And you, O mountains of Israel, you shall shoot forth your branches, and you shall bear your fruit to My nation Israel, because their return is close at hand.’”

On this passage, Maharsha comments:

As long as Israel does not dwell on its land, the land does not give of her produce as she is accustomed. When she will begin to reflourish, however, and give of her fruits in abundance, this is a clear sign that the end, the time of redemption, is approaching, when all of Israel will return to their land.

Historically, we see how true these predictions have turned out. The Land of Israel never tolerated non-Jewish inhabitants. For centuries and centuries it was dominated by the descendants of Yishmael, yet it remained barren and desolate (“empty”). It was a dry desert, famous for its ruins and its Bedouins. Only after the Holocaust, when Jews came in droves to the Land, did it begin once more “giving out its fruit.”

Of course, the Arabs have taken exception to this. They are not amenable to the idea of relinquishing the Land. The fundamentalists among them spread the fervor of Jihad and tell the world that all its problems are because of the Jews. That is what the Zohar predicted: “. . . they are going to prevent the Jews from returning. . . .”

One of the undisputed master’s of the Zohar, Rabbi Moshe Cordovero, said it even more explicitly. The Zohar states:16

At that time, in the future, the descendants of Yishmael will awaken together with all the inhabitants of the world to come to Jerusalem, as it is written (Zechariah 14), “And I will gather all the nations on Jerusalem to wage war.”

On that Rabbi Moshe Cordovero commented:

All the nations are one day going to come together and start talking peace amongst themselves. This talk of peace will have one underlying goal, though: to destroy Israel. And their rationale shall be: because they [the Jews] established for themselves their own government. And though the Jews will be in tremendous danger at that time, nevertheless they will not be destroyed. In fact, from that very situation they will be saved.

Rabbi Moshe Cordovero lived more than 400 years ago, yet he clearly wrote that one day in the future the Jewish People would return to the land and establish a government. He also foresaw how the nations of the world would take exception to it. We seem to be living in the very times he foresaw.

In Summary

To sum up: Abraham earned the right to the Land of Canaan in the merit of circumcision. His son Yishmael only received part of his greatness, as symbolized by chitoch, the “cutting off’ aspect of circumcision. The Jewish form of circumcision, by contrast, symbolizes two aspects: cutting off evil and revealing truth. The descendants of Yishmael no longer worship idols; they have “cut-off’ all idolatry from the lands in which they dwell. They were not, however, commanded to build the Bais HaMikdash, which waters the land with holiness and the Presence of G–d. For that a Yitzchak was needed, who would come from Sarah, Abraham’s true wife. Only she would be able to bring out into the world the pure greatness lying otherwise dormant within the loins of her husband.
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CHAPTER 4

The Chessed Of
Abraham

• Greater is hospitality to guests than receiving the Shechinah. Israelis in Bangkok. Impact.

And Hashem appeared to him [Abraham] in the plains of Mamre while he was sitting by the entrance of the tent during the heat of the day. And he lifted his eyes, and looked — and behold! — three men were standing above him. And he looked, and ran to greet them from the entrance of the tent and bowed to the ground. (Genesis 18:12)

Imagine receiving a request to speak to a handful of criminals in a high-security prison. Just before leaving to go to the prison the generation’s leading scholar calls you and tells you he would like to come over right away to teach you the most profound secrets in the universe.

“I’m sorry,” you say, “I would love to listen, but I’m off right now to give a lecture to a few criminals.

“Are you out of your mind?” people would say. “You are going to pass up the opportunity of a lifetime for a couple of common criminals?” It sounds insane, yet this is what Abraham did, except it was not merely the greatest scholar of his generation whom he was privileged to have a private audience with but G–d Himself!

Abraham was sitting by his doorstep and waiting for some travelers to pass by his tent so that he could offer them hospitality. Then “G–d appeared to him. . . .” (If G–d appears to you, you are experiencing the highest, holiest state — the state which every soul yearns to attain in the next world.) Suddenly, three men appeared — men who to Abraham looked like common idol-worshipers.17 Nevertheless, he jumped to his feet and served them despite their stature, despite the heat, despite his pain (he was still smarting from his circumcision18), and, most of all, despite the fact that he was in the middle of a communication from G–d!

From this episode the Sages derive:

Greater is hospitality to guests than receiving the Shechinah (Divine Presence ).19

Reveling in the Divine Presence is the reward of the Afterlife. The purpose of this life, however, Abraham realized, is to bring awareness of the Divine Presence to the rest of humanity. Life is for living now, the light of the Shechinah is for experiencing later. In this world performing kindness is more important than meditation and mysticism.

From Haran to Bangkok

Long before this incident Abraham had accustomed himself to the ways of chessed (“kindness,” or “love,” or “loving-kindness”). Indeed, from the very beginning of his career he was known as the pillar of chessed.

And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot, his nephew, and all the wealth they had amassed, and the people [literally, “soul”] they had made in Haran. (Genesis 12:5)

On this verse our Sages comment that Abraham and Sarah were busy teaching people about G–d (he taught the men and she the women20) even from their early days when they lived in Haran. They did this out of a tremendous drive to perform chessed. According to Maimonides, Abraham collected thousands and thousands of people wherever he went and taught them about the existence of G–d. Moreover, he spoke to them on their level (l’fi da’ato).21 No one was beneath his dignity. He had one goal: to bring people closer to G–d.

One of the most promising signs of growth today is the extension of Abraham’s character trait of chessed. Recently, for instance, I was invited to speak in Bangkok, Thailand, to a large group of young, secular Israelis living there. What are Israelis doing in Bangkok? I also wondered at first. Among all the cities of the Far East Bangkok is probably the farthest place from Torah you can imagine. They literally worship idols. Immorality is rampant. There is not even any concept of morality. The place is infested with drugs, gangs, and murderers. It is truly the “entrance to Gehinnom.” And, yet, Bangkok is swarming with Israeli kids. (These kids are also in places such as Nepal, Laos, and Singapore. Bangkok, however, is the center.) Plus, these are not just kids from disadvantaged Israeli homes. The elite of Israeli society is well represented there.

What are they doing there? “Touring,” they will tell you. They go to Japan, peddle, make a little money, and then come to Bangkok to live it up. Some of them become involved with drugs. Others become business people. Many of them marry the oriental natives and completely lose their Jewish identity.

When I was first invited to take part in an outreach seminar there I asked, “Who do you expect to attend? How are you going to get anyone to come?”

“Don’t worry,” I was told.

The seminar was scheduled to start Wednesday afternoon. By Monday not one person had been signed up. The organizers — four young businessmen who themselves had become observant only a few years earlier — were very determined, however. And very dedicated. They put up $25-30,000 of their own money. Then, on the Monday before the seminar, they personally went onto the streets of Bangkok in search of Israeli kids who might be persuaded to attend. They looked everywhere. They even approached Israelis sitting in restaurants. (And forget about kosher food. The restaurants serve dog-meat and cat-meat! Anything which runs.)

“Are you interested in attending a free four-day retreat?” they would ask. Remarkably, they were successful. There was, for instance, a group of five girls from a well-to-do neighborhood in Israel, who had arrived not more than a couple weeks earlier. These girls were disgusted with Bangkok and unlike others had not yet grown used to it. The organizers found about sixty such participants.

The seminar was an immense success. Many of them admitted they were captivated and that it was the first time they heard Judaism presented in a positive and intellectually appealing light. You have to understand how far away these kids were. They not only had no commitment to Torah but most of them were totally ignorant. One fellow did not know how to open a prayer book; he had never seen one in his life. Interestingly, he was the type of fellow we were most successful with. Others, who thought they knew a little, were reluctant to attend the classes. Even they, however, attended services Friday night and sang along with great feeling. (Interestingly, the intellectual ones, who knew nothing but were interested in the lectures, generally did not attend services.) Overall, everyone benefited.

I cannot say enough about the dedication of those who organized the event. It was literally the chessed of Abraham. The Torah tells us that when the three strangers appeared before Abraham he personally ran over to offer them food, drink, and lodging. Then he ran to the tent and frantically told Sarah to prepare some bread. He then personally selected a tender calf and instructed a servant to prepare it. This is literally the same thing these four young business people did for their estranged brethren in Bangkok.

Just to give you a sampling. They divided their duties. Two of the four literally walked the streets to find participants while the other two cooked food in a kitchen all day. Remember, these were wealthy people, but nothing was below their dignity. Moreover, Bangkok had no kosher food. Everything had to be imported. Cartons of cookies, 1800 loaves of pita bread, meat shipped from America and stored in freezers in Hong Kong — all had to be ordered and picked up. (The customs officials in Hong Kong were suspicious. They could not figure out why anyone would ship 1800 loaves of pita bread.) Only fish and vegetables were purchased locally, and these business people personally slaved over all the food in a kitchen they had to make kosher. Their level of self-sacrifice and dedication was mind-boggling. And it is this type of self-sacrifice which holds the future for our people.

The future, though, is tied to the past. Where do young people — who just a few years beforehand were satisfying their desires on the streets of Bangkok — get this unbelievable level of devotion? From their forefather, Abraham, the pillar of chessed.

Impact

This leads to an important point. If you want to make an impact on another person it is not so much the words you say to him but the dedication you show and the way you convey your dedication. What does your heart feel about the person? You have to develop a feeling for the person, even if you do not naturally have it. Human nature is to reflect back that which is reflected at you. “As water [reflects], so too one face to another face.” If you look at a person with great love that person will look back at you with great love. You cannot bring another Jew back merely with great arguments, lofty ideas, and erudite language. You have to take that Jew and put him in your heart. See him as your brother, as your child.

This is the chessed of Abraham. And it is revolutionizing our generation.


CHAPTER 5

Banishing Yishmael:

Negative influences In The Home

• Yishmael’s Influence. The Tube. School and Home. Natural Parenting Skills.

And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had born to Abraham, mocking. And she said to Abraham, “Send out this slavewoman and her son . . . And the matter regarding his son was very difficult in Abraham’s eyes. (Genesis 21:9-11)

Abraham and Sarah had a real problem: what to do with Yishmael. Yishmael was a “wild man” (see Chapter 3). He mocked Yitzchak and was a detrimental influence. For Sarah the solution was clear: banish Yishmael and his mother (who instigated Yishmael’s mockery22).

Abraham, though, saw the situation differently. Throwing out Yishmael went against his nature, which was love and chessed. (Thus it was one of his ten tests.) Although he could not deny the negative influence Yishmael created, he worried over the devastating effect of throwing him out. This is the simple understanding. The Chasam Sofer, however, expounds upon this passage in a unique way. He says that the “son” referred to in the verse: “. . . the matter regarding his son was very difficult in Abraham’s eyes” is not necessarily Yishmael, but Yitzchak! Abraham’s true concern was for Yitzchak, not Yishmael, and the real difficulty was: Could Yishmael’s undeniably negative presence somehow be used for good in the education of Yitzchak?

Abraham was raised in an idol worshipper’s house. He was directly exposed to all the garbage of the street as it existed in his day. Yet, he groomed himself into a holy man, a true haul teshuva. And that, the Chasam Sofer explains, is what he hoped for Yitzchak. Abraham reasoned that it was healthy for Yitzchak to grow up with Yishmael, for it was important to expose him to the negative realities of life. Yitzchak would become a much stronger person by overcoming the negative influences. And this, explains the Chasam Sofer, is why Abraham was not opposed to allowing Yishmael to stay in his house. He believed that Yitzchak would benefit from it in the long run. (Yaakov, too, became stronger for living with the negative influence of Lavan: Im Lavan garti v’taryag mitzvos shomarti, “With Lavan I dwelt, yet the 613 commandments I kept.”)

Sarah disagreed. Philosophically, Abraham’s argument had merit. Women, however, have a certain intuition, a certain binah yisairah (“extra measure of understanding”), and Sarah’s was telling her to banish Yishmael. The matter was finally decided by G–d when He told Abraham, “Whatever Sarah tells you, heed her voice.” Sarah was right. Yishmael had to be thrown out.

We learn from this an important principle in chinuch (education): there is no room for a Yishmael in a Jewish home. This is not to say that a given negative influence cannot have positive qualities. In the end, however, the fact is that a person’s foundation for life is developed in the home. The home, therefore, as much as possible, must be a shelter, a haven, where negative influences are never seen.

The Tube

The great tragedy of our generation is that we poison our children with our own hands. We bring the garbage of the street into our homes. And the most prevalent vehicle of societal pollution is the television.

When the television debuted commercially it was heralded as a great unifier of the family. Before television everyone in the family went about his business outside the house. Now, the advocates proclaimed, the entire family could sit together in the living room and watch the television. What actually happened? Just the opposite. At least before television, when the family was home they were home. But now even at home everyone is separated. They fight over which channel to watch. They move their jaws to munch popcorn perhaps, but not to talk. Eventually, the family buys a second, third, or fourth television so that each member can watch his or her own program alone.

Instead of unifying the family, the television brought about the exact opposite result. Today it is a direct cause of family separation. I emphasized this point once at a seminar a few years ago. There was an observant couple in the audience who had four or five televisions in their house. Every child had her own television set. They took my talk to heart and before the seminar ended committed themselves to getting rid of all the televisions. Not wanting to delay, they threw out the TVs the very night they returned.

Watching in disbelief as her mother threw out her TV, one of the daughters became distraught and cried, “Mommy, you are taking away my television.”

“Yes,” the mother replied, “I am taking away a television, but I am giving you back a Mommy.”

A substantial amount of research has been conducted which concludes that much of the erosion of society is rooted in the television. A famous study widely publicized years ago said that the average high school graduate spent twice as much time in front of the television as in the classroom. Plus, he had witnessed some 150,000 episodes of violence, including 25,000 murders! Psychologists concluded that this exposure had to cause lasting harm.23

Yishmael was a television. Sarah said he had no right in her home. Abraham disagreed. He said we should let him stay in the house but control him. And in any event it would be better for Yitzchak to be exposed to the realities of the street a little, he reasoned. It would teach him self-discipline and the need to be discerning. After all, eventually all of us go out into the world and if we don’t expose little “Yitzchak” now, when he grows up and goes into the world he will not be able to handle it.

Sarah and Abraham’s argument is echoed in the homes of many Jewish families today. Should we allow our children to be exposed or shouldn’t we? Should we insulate them or shouldn’t we? The Torah tells us that Sarah was right. Yishmael had no business in a Jewish home. Neither does a television and other secular media.

School and Home

Of course, throwing out the television is not the only solution. And although this is not the place to go into it in great detail (see Chapter 10), the point is this: Home is where the child builds his foundation for life, and you are responsible for how your home is run.

And do not deceive yourself into thinking that school can be a substitute for the home environment. Even the best Jewish schools, and certainly anything less, cannot be considered the primary source of a child’s true chinuch (education). Schools exist to teach your children the technical aspects of Jewish living and learning. Do not depend on them to teach your children the things you, as a parent, are responsible to teach, like basic character development. Do not blame the school if you delegate the responsibility to them and fail to take primary control yourself for your child’s basic middos (character traits).

Schools are set up to teach skills and texts, but you are the ones who give your child chinuch (an education). If you do not do your part your children will grow up with a void. The best schools and the best teachers can only affect them so far. The home is the backbone of a child’s education. If the home environment is solid the child will always come back to you should the situation in the outside world get too difficult for him or her. The weaker the home the more the child will be prone to negative influences, be they in school, from friends, or in the world at large.

Natural Parenting Skills

People often complain that they were never taught the skills to be competent parents. Everything else in society requires training: If you want to become a doctor you have to go to school; if you want to become a plumber you have to learn from someone; and so on. Parenting, though, is something a person is expected to do without any training.

In response, certainly it does not hurt to have good training, especially for handling the more complex problems. One does not have to be a psychologist to be a good parent, though. Indeed, the chapters of Pirkei Avos contain more principles of psychology than the best modern textbooks. Study it seriously and your parenting skills should improve.

A few years back I was counseling a very complicated person with some deep-seated problems. Although I was able to help the person make a breakthrough, I was not able to unravel all the problems. Two doors from my office at that time was the office of a psychologist. Though Jewish he was not observant. One day we met in the elevator and I decided to ask him if I could make an appointment with him. He told me to come by after work. When we met I explained the case and told him that despite the great success there was one remaining problem which I could not help this person overcome. “As a professional who always works with cases like these,” I told him, “maybe you can advise me how to proceed.”

As it turned out he was so fascinated with how I dealt with this case that our forty-five minute session stretched into two hours and in the end he did not charge me. “Where did you study psychology?” he eventually asked me.

“I never studied it,” I told him.

“Come on. Don’t try to fool me,” he said. “You’re quoting Freud, Jung,” and he rattled off a few names I had never heard of.

“I assure you I never studied them,” I said. “But which quotes are you talking about? Maybe I can tell you where I got them from.”

“What about [such-and-such]?”

“Oh, that’s a line from Pirkei Avos.”

“But then you said [such-and-such].”

“That’s from Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto.”

And this pattern continued. Everything he thought was from a psychology text was something I had learned from various teachings scattered throughout the works of our Sages. He was flabbergasted that none of my insights originated from modern psychology texts.

Our mothers and grandmothers did not need college credits to know how to be mothers. They had a certain intuition which seems to be lacking in many parents today. Why does it seem that so many of us have lost our intuition to be parents? For the most part, in my opinion, because we do not devote our full attention to it.

We have to know that we are natural psychologists. As with any natural talent, however, it must be worked on vigorously and continuously. When we split our time between our children and secondary interests we lose our edge. Our natural abilities become rusty. And our children suffer. We have to make our children our highest priority. We have to cut ourselves off from everything else, if need be, to give them the proper attention they need.

Try this out. Sit down with your spouse. Make a plan. Put a temporary moratorium on all other needs and preoccupations. And for a while, at least, just concentrate on your children. I am confident that solutions to the majority of problems will begin to arise spontaneously and naturally. Usually just giving a child more attention is the cure that is needed. Acting out, moodiness, disrespect, etc. are often nothing but symptoms of lack of attention.

Now, when I suggest that parents should put a temporary moratorium on all other needs and “preoccupations” I am not only talking about reclaiming time spent on superficial activities like shopping sprees for luxuries, unnecessary social gatherings, and the like. I am even talking about people who are sometimes overly involved in charity events and even Torah learning. Of course, every responsible Jew has to support worthy causes and set aside times daily for learning Torah. However, sometimes even these can become a form of escapism. Or, sometimes, we simply miscalculate and take on more than we can handle.

In either event, when the cost of our Torah or charity is shalom bayis (a peaceful home) we should consider the possibility that our preoccupation stems from a negative source (the yetzer hara24). If this indeed is the case then my recommendation, for the short term at least, is to consider reducing even those activities to a temporary minimum in order to give your children some full attention — the attention they need.

Chessed has to begin at home. Support your spouse. Support your child. Give them encouragement. Beautiful children are not an accident. They become beautiful because their parents paid attention to them. When we put aside other concerns and concentrate on them we will find that we possess natural parenting talents in abundance. Plus, we should always remember that G–d wants our prayers. Ask Him how to help you help your children. Express your heart again and again.

(For more on Chinuch issues, see Chapter 10.)


CHAPTER 6

The Akeida:

Passing Our Tests

•  The Akeida. Alma D’shikra (A World of Falsehood). Potential Becomes Actual. The Lesson for Us.

And after these things G–d tested Abraham . . . . (Genesis 22:1)

Abraham went through ten tests.25 The final test, the akeida (the “binding” of Yitzchak), was the most difficult. Through it Abraham was able to remove the final barrier between the Divine reality (the “Ten Commandments”) and the material reality (the “Ten Sayings”). (See Volume 1, Chapter 2.) He was able to become the original progenitor of the Eternal People.

Every one of us, too, goes through a comparable ten tests. Why does G–d test us? Not so that He can find out what we are made of. G–d knows who you are. Rather it is for you, to find out who you are, to find out what you are made of. Most of us — even Abraham — do not know our potential.

Sometimes you wake up one day and get a terrible test: you lose all your money or your spouse walks out on you or you lose your health, etc. And you are devastated. What is the first thing you should say to yourself? “It’s a test. Why is G–d testing me? I don’t necessarily know, but if He gave it to me I must be able to stand up to it. He knows I can do it. How can I do it? How can I pass my test? I don’t know, but I’m not going through it alone. G–d is with me, and, if He so wills it, miracles will be performed on my behalf. (The word for “test” in Hebrew, nes, is the same as the word for “miracle.”) By myself I cannot accomplish anything anyway. With G–d I can accomplish everything. Why did G–d give me, and not anyone else, this test? Because this is my area to excel. Only I can do it.”

Every test is a personalized challenge; and it is always to your advantage — even when you fail. Failure, too, has its rewards. The main thing is to acknowledge that G–d is the One Who is testing you.

The Akeida

And they came to the place that G–d told him. And Abraham built an altar, laid out the wood, bound his son Yitzchak, and laid him on top of the altar, on top of the wood. Abraham stretched forth his hand and took the knife to slaughter his son. However, an angel of G–d called to him from heaven and said: “Abraham! Abraham!”

And he said, “Here I am.”

And he said, “Do not stretch forth your hand [to slaughter] the boy; do not do anything to him. For now I know that you fear G–d . . . .” (Genesis 22:9-12)

What made the akeida the greatest and most difficult test of Abraham’s life? The tenth test was designed to prove the validity of the previous nine. It was not just one more test but the test that would make everything prior to it a true achievement. What made it so difficult? Think about Abraham’s message to the world. Put simply, it was this: There is a G–d.” And he advertised this message to whomever he came in contact with. Plus, he risked his life for this message. He spread it throughout the civilized world. At the age of ninety-nine he finally gave birth to a son to carry on that message. Our Sages tell us that Yitzchak was born holy and raised in a holy atmosphere (Yishmael had to be thrown out of the house because he threatened that holiness). Yitzchak was as holy as could be.

Suddenly, G–d came to Abraham and said, “Take your son, your only son, the son you love — and slaughter him on the altar.” This was the test to end all tests. All the previous tests held the promise of some ultimate benefit: Abraham walked out of the furnace to become famous, he left his father’s house to discover his personal greatness, he circumcised himself to enter into a covenant with G–d, and so on. Abraham could say, “I am doing this to serve G–d; I am doing it to show my devotion to His ideal; I am holy.” But in a subtle way there could have been a spiritual ego-trip involved.

The request to slaughter Yitzchak, on the other hand, appeared to run contrary to any possible spiritual advantage. There was no possibility for any sort of ego-trip, however subtle it could be. Think about it. Abraham had told thousands and thousands of people that there was a G–d, and that that G–d cared about everyone, watched over everyone, and had even performed the miracle of giving him and Sarah a child in their old age, etc. Now what would he say to them if he slaughtered his only son as this G–d requested? What would they think? How could he ever preach to anyone again? His whole purpose for existence — teaching the world about G–d — and his hope for the perpetuation of his message (embodied in Yitzchak) would be wiped out in one act. After fulfilling this request he would have nothing left.

If I could make a daring comparison, it would be as if G–d commanded you to become a Hitler. Hitler’s goal was to destroy all the Jews. In essence, this is what G–d was telling Abraham to do by killing his son Yitzchak — Yitzchak, his heir; Yitzchak, from whose loins would come Yaakov, the twelve tribes and all the generations and generations of Jews down to today. G–d was telling him to slaughter them all in one act.

Abraham’s greatness was that even this did not stop him. He was able to completely nullify his personal desires (his “capital I”) — everything he knew to be holy and true — for the sake of following G–d’s word. This confirmed all his previous devotion to G–d. This test, in a way categorically greater than the others, required an act of nullification. Abraham was challenged to nullify his natural self and thereby transcend it. His unadulterated, eternal divinity, which as of then was still not completely actualized, would attain full fruition. With this tenth test Abraham would become a Yisroel oved Hashem (see Volume 1, Chapter 5) and complete his part in creating the Jewish People.

Alma D’shikra (A World of Falsehood)

In actuality, this explanation needs clarification. On one hand, G–d promised Abraham that “. . . [only] through Yitzchak will [your] seed be called.” Only Yitzchak would be his heir to carry on his line and his message. On the other hand, G–d told Abraham to slaughter his son and forever end his lineage. This is a contradiction. On one hand, G–d is telling Abraham that Yitzchak will be his continuity, and, on the other hand, he is telling him to go slaughter Yitzchak and end that continuity.

To understand this we have to realize that we live in an alma d’shikra, a “world of falsehood.” Pure, unadulterated truth exists only in the Torah. V’noson lanu tor as emes, “And He gave us a Torah of truth.” The world is a place of falsehood. Only Torah is absolutely true. Therefore, when we find in the Torah two totally contradictory things — like two seemingly opposing statements of G–d — we have to understand that both are absolutely true. It is like the arguments of Bais Shammai and Bais Hillel. Regarding their divergent opinions we say, “Both [opinions] are the words of the Living G–d.”26

How could they both be true? The answer is that contradiction only exists in the alma d’shikra, only in this world of falsehood. It is only contradictory in my limited mind — in my mind which is sunk in the world of falsehood. The moment I transcend this world the contradiction dissipates.

This is also the ultimate response to the classic philosophical question regarding G–d’s foreknowledge versus human free will (i.e. if G–d knows everything, including the future, how can we have free will?). Maimonides answers that ultimately we cannot understand this contradiction. As the prophet says, “My [G–d’s] thinking [process] is not [the same as] your thinking [process].”27 Within our limited grasp contradictions exist. We cannot escape that fact. From G–d’s perspective, however, there is no contradiction.

Therefore, the more we learn to nullify ourselves before G–d the more we begin to experience things from a higher perspective, a perspective which is above this alma d’shikra, a perspective which incorporates formerly thought-to-be contradictory statements. The less we nullify ourselves the more sunk we are in a mass of contradictions and confusion.

Abraham had been promised by G–d that he would have a son who would continue his mission and father a nation: “For through Yitzchak your seed will be called.” And Abraham believed Him. He believed Him so much that it became a reality. Abraham saw in the promise of Yitzchak an absolute reality that he was going to be a Jewish nation forever. Now, however, all of a sudden, G–d gave him a command which totally contradicted that promise: slaughter Yitzchak. That meant everything was to be demolished.

How did Abraham react? He “arose early in the morning” to slaughter Yitzchak. He did not just go begrudgingly but with complete joy in his heart. How? Because G–d had told him, “For through Yitzchak your seed shall be called.” He could slaughter his only son and simultaneously be happy that his line would continue forever. Of course, it was totally against all logic to believe both simultaneously. Yet, this is exactly Abraham’s greatness. He was no longer seeing things from a this-worldly (capital “I”) perspective, where there is contradiction and falsehood. He was seeing things from G–d’s perspective.

Imagine how easy it would have been for Abraham to completely convince himself that G–d did not really want him to slaughter Yitzchak, that G–d even wanted him to disobey the command. Abraham did not engage in rationalization, though. He did not let his mind manipulate him into believing that G–d could not possibly want him to slaughter Yitzchak, the son G–d had promised him would be his continuity. Rather, he nullified his will before G–d’s. He discounted his thoughts — as well as his high and holy hopes, his dreams. He totally nullified his “self.” This was an act of transcendence — he transcended the normal human condition into the realm of G–d. That was the greatness of the test of the akeida.

The Lesson for Us

Ramban comments that G–d only tests worthy people.28 A test is a privilege. It is a reward to bring the best out of you. It leads to the actualization of greatness which was previously only potential. The word nes, “test,” also means “flag.” A test advertises who you are. G–d, of course, knows who you are. In fact, precisely because He knows who you are He says, “I will give you a test and bring out who you are for all others to see.”

We all go through tests. We all suffer. We all fail. And at the same time we know that all that G–d does is for the ultimate good. But, in the middle of our particular suffering we sometimes ask, “Is it really for the good?” The highest level of faith is to accept the suffering with love. If in the midst of getting tested — while we are going through the pain — we can simultaneously feel joyful that G–d is testing us and bringing out our greatness, then we are truly blessed.

Let me give you an example: A wedding. The couple are as happy as can be. They have faith that all the blessings, all the fantasies, all the expectations are going to come true. They do not really believe their joy may cool off. Or imagine the birth of a first child. Picture the joy of everyone the moment the newborn is brought home for the first time. The joy of the newlyweds and the new parents is essentially the same: at that moment they are living with the future; all their hopes and dreams — all the potential — are as if already fulfilled at that moment.

But, as we know, life has complications. The newlyweds, shortly after the wedding, find out that marriage is not all bliss. There are disagreements and even heated arguments. There are stresses and negative influences. And so on. Similarly, for the new parents: the child does not let them sleep; it may have health problems; when it grows up it may not turn out to be the bundle of joy they remembered bringing home from the hospital.

Life has complications. And the complications lead to hardships. How quickly we forget the joy we had when everything was a possibility, when everything was a dream. We have to remember, though, that the same G–d who gave us the dreams is the same G–d who tests us with the hardships. There is no contradiction from His perspective. It is a test. The test is a necessary part of the process of causing potential to become reality.

Imagine looking at an embryo on a sonogram and thinking, “It’s not developed. It’s a failure.” So, too, when we complain about a test that seems to put a damper on our dreams. Dreams are like embryos. They need time to develop. Hardships and “labor pains” are necessary steps toward the process of birth. It is G–d who impregnates us with our dreams and it is the same G–d who sends us the pains at the right time as part of the process of giving birth.

Whatever personal “akeida” we are going through it is possible to find the strength to go through it with joy with the same joy we had beforehand when life was nothing more than a beautiful dream. Accepting suffering with love does not mean that we love suffering. Rather it means that when suffering comes upon us we do not forget the love and hope we had yesterday. It may make no sense. It may be a contradiction to believe that the suffering is for our good, but that is what the akeida teaches us. The akeida lifted Abraham above the mundane world of duality and contradiction. So, too, with our tests.

We are bigger than the problems in our lives. We are not limited creations ultimately. Abraham bestowed us with eternity. Our beings are endless. There is never a reason to despair, to resign from life.

(For another perspective on the akeida theme see Darkness Before Dawn, the end of Chapter 5 and all of Chapter 6.)

Chaya Sarah


CHAPTER 7

The “Life” Of
Sarah

• The Quality of Life. Why Do We Cry? Consolation. A Righteous Person to Whom Evil Happens.

And the life of Sarah was one hundred and twenty and seven years — the years of the life of Sarah. And Sarah died in Kiryas Arba — which is Hebron. And Abraham came to eulogize Sarah, and to weep for her. (Genesis 23:1,2)

Why does the first verse repeat itself, starting with “. . . the life of Sarah” and concluding with “. . . the years of the life of Sarah”? The answer is that the Torah is hinting to the dual nature of Sarah’s life: it is telling us not only about the life span of Sarah but the quality of her life. As Rashi explains: they were all years of goodness. Sarah’s life was not only long but good, from the very beginning to the very end.

To grasp the magnitude of this statement, imagine a stopwatch which when pushed would freeze time. Every feeling and emotion you would be experiencing at the time you pushed the button would become your eternal state. When would you push the button? Most people, I contend, would never push it. I am experiencing something good now, we say, but perhaps tomorrow I will experience a greater feeling. Most people would go to the grave never having pushed that button. Sarah would not have been one of them, though. She would have pushed the button every and any moment because, as Rashi tells us, every moment of her life was equally good. This is the meaning of the statement that her life was all good.

It is an even more remarkable statement when we consider what Sarah had gone through in her life. First, she was barren into old age. This was a tremendous test — of her faith and emotional stamina — that went on day-after-day, year-after-year. Then, she had to deal with an ungrateful, back-stabbing hand-maiden, Hagar, who looked down upon her after she bore Abraham a son. Then, when she finally bore Abraham a son, she had to deal with the mockery of that hand-maiden’s son toward her own son. Furthermore, twice in her life Sarah was abducted by the authorities and taken to the harem of the ruling monarch. And let us not forget that she had to sit at home while her husband went off to fight in a very dangerous war to save his nephew Lot.

Sarah did not have an easy life. Not by any stretch of the imagination. At times she went through hell. Yet, the Torah testifies that all the years of her life were equally and entirely good!

This raises a very relevant point: What is the good life? How do we define the quality of life? Does it mean having a life without stress, a life of comfort and luxury, a life of perfect health, a life never knowing crime and war? If so, how can Sarah’s life be called a good life, a quality life?

Obviously, the quality of life is not defined the way it is commonly conceived. Rather a quality life is a life of meaning, of accomplishment in a Torah way. And sometimes that meaning is acquired in the very hardships and sufferings that superficial people tend to think reduces the quality of life.

We live in a world of time and the question is does time define our life or does life define our time? Are our days nothing more than a passing shadow, an experience in time which begins at a certain point and ends at a certain point? Or does our time here have real meaning? Does the life we live create value during the time we spend here?

Life is more than just “doing time.” How do we inject life into our time? “For it [the Torah] is the length of your days.” “Blessed are You, G–d . . . who gave us a Torah of truth and planted eternal life in our midst. . .” We are “planted” in this field called time. A seed put into the ground disintegrates. Its disintegration, however, is part of a transformation process which will culminate in a new tree bursting forth from the soil and blossoming into the sunlight. So, too, our life. It should not be viewed as a time of disintegration which leads nowhere. It is a time of sowing.

When the first half of the verse tells us that the life of Sarah was 127 years it is informing us about her physical life span, about the number of years she spent on the earth. When it adds, “. . . the years of the life of Sarah” it informs us that Sarah infused her years with life. Hers was not just a life which passed through time. Hers was a time through which life pulsated. She acted upon the years; the years did not act upon her.

Why Do We Cry?

If so, why did Abraham cry for her? Didn’t he know that his wife’s life was as full and beautiful as could be, and that she was merely passing on to her place of eternal reward? Moreover, we can ask the same about a ruling in the Shutchan Aruch:

It is a great mitzvah to cry for the loss of a worthy person who has died. The eulogizer should raise his voice and convey words that break the heart in order to arouse weeping in memory of the deceased.29

Our Sages tell us that G–d even counts the teardrops of all who cry over the loss of a worthy person. And He then stores those drops in a special storage place. The question is: Why is crying so important if the person was worthy and thus destined for life in the World to Come? Why should “breaking the heart” and “arousing weeping” be codified in Jewish law? It cannot simply be because the person was perhaps not destined for good. Who, after all, was more worthy than Sarah? Yet, Abraham lifted his voice in mourning. Why, then, did he cry?

One answer is that Abraham was not crying for her loss so much as for his own. The Talmud asks:30 “For whom do we cry for at a eulogy: The deceased or the living?” It brings two opinions: one side contends we cry for the deceased and the other contends we cry for the living. Abraham was crying for his loss. His life — indeed, the world’s — life had been so enriched by Sarah’s presence that he could not help but mourn for the loss.

This is implied in a peculiarity of the verse informing us about Abraham’s eulogy. “And Abraham came to eulogize Sarah and to cry for her.” According to this, first he eulogized and then only afterward cried. This is the reverse of the expected order. Usually, when we first hear the news of a death we cry and only afterward do we collect ourselves and eulogize. Crying precedes eulogy in the natural order of things.

Abraham did not react this way. He was crying not merely because of an emotional reaction to the news of his loss. His crying — the real source of his pain — was based on an intellectual awareness of what he and the world had lost in the person of his wife, Sarah. His heart was broken and he was brought to tears not merely because of an initial emotional sensation, but because of a more encompassing intellectual awareness of the value of Sarah’s life which he and the world were now missing.

Consolation

We also should ask how a eulogy is meant to console the living. Is the consolation merely in saying our final farewells to a deceased loved one? Is it simply in evoking the memory of the departed? In actuality, genuine consolation comes from recognizing that that which the person represented is still here with us and available for continuation through our efforts.

Every person has a mission in this world. When a person whose life added so much to the world is taken away, his or her mission need not necessarily disappear. If the living take on responsibility for that mission and perform it in the deceased’s place then not only the memory of the person survives, but so, too, does her essence.

“Righteous people, even in their death are called chaim (living).”31 After their passing they continue m’chayil el chayil: “from strength to strength,” growing and growing sometimes even more so than in their lifetime. The impression he or she left on the world takes root and sprouts in the lives of those he or she touched while alive. The purpose of a eulogy, then, is to help everyone understand what exactly was lost and encourage people to take up the commitment to continue in the worthy deceased person’s path.

The life of Sarah was the epitome of life. Her life, though, cannot be considered merely as a series of external events. It was one of perpetual hardship, periodically bordering on the catastrophic. The life of Sarah, therefore — her true life — was the faith she exhibited even during the most difficult and enduring tests. No matter how bad things became, she maintained her unswerving trust in G–d. That made her time more than time, but life itself.

A Righteous Person to Whom Evil Happens

This is a very relevant lesson for us today. Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto writes that the closer we come to the arrival of Mashiach the more intensified will be the condition known as tzaddik v’ra lo rasha v’tov lo — “a righteous person to whom evil happens; and an evil to whom good happens.” More and more righteous people will be overtaken with evil happenings. Loss of wealth, loss of health — loss of life: the righteous will be tested to a degree not previously encountered.

Why? For one reason, because for Mashiach to come people have to be on a higher level of faith and there is no better training ground for faith than adversity. Faith in the justice and omnipresence of G–d is supremely tested and ultimately acquired when the scales of justice are seemingly inverted: when a righteous person is afflicted with evil and an evil person “blessed” with good.

Faith is the religious person’s ground of being. The wisest of the wise as well as the simplest of the simple each have tests of faith they must pass. And sometimes the simplest of people fair much better in the test of faith than the most intellectual. This was the theme I told listeners when I was asked to deliver a eulogy for a young mother who, although an ordinary housewife, was an extraordinary giant of the spirit.

“I know G–d is involved with me,” she told me two months before she passed away. She had been ill for several years but her condition was deteriorating. “Nothing happens without Him,” she said. “And if it happens with Him, what is there to worry about?”

This woman, who was close to my daughter, was not naive. Yet, whenever her situation showed the slightest ray of hope she was sure she was going to live long enough to see all her children married. This was one aspect of her faith. Whenever things took a turn for the worse, though, we saw another aspect of her faith. It wasn’t so much that G–d would perform a miracle for her. She knew, after all, that people cannot make demands on G–d. If He decrees to take a life — even a young mother’s life — He will. So, when her prognosis was bleak she did not deny the possibility of death. Rather she said, “There’s no reason to worry. Whatever G–d does I accept.”

I gave a class in her house to a gathering of women not long before she passed away and I spoke about the greatness of accepting suffering with love (kabbolos yisurim m’ahvah). Afterward, she told me, “Rabbi Tauber, you don’t have to teach it to me. It’s obvious. It’s natural.” We talk about having faith but here was a person who literally practiced faith.

I heard a touching and powerful anecdote from my daughter. During the last days of this woman’s life, when no one but she truly knew how close to the end she was, this woman began teaching her ten-year-old son how to make sandwiches to take with him to school. She was preparing him to carry on without her. In this incident, it is obvious that she perceived the end, accepted it fully, and subtly went about the business of preparing her family to continue life without her. She did not act like a helpless, pitiful victim of circumstances. She was not overcome with panic, fear, disappointment, resignation. She quietly did what had to be done under the most difficult circumstances imaginable.

This is greatness. And you don’t often find this level of greatness even in the most learned people. Therefore, when we lose such a person it is a great mitzvah to get up before a crowd, make them feel the loss, and tell them specifically what the deceased represented so that others may inculcate in themselves aspects of her greatness.

In the time just before Mashiach, the world will be very far from the necessary prerequisites for redemption. So G–d, in His mercy, will pick out the most righteous individuals and afflict them with misfortune. The flaw is not anything in the righteous person per say, but rather in those around him or her — in us. The afflicted righteous ones become teachers and role models for the rest of us, teaching us how to have faith in G–d and withstand tests. The lesson is for us.
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And Abraham was old, coming with days, and Hashem blessed Abraham with everything. And Abraham said to his servant, the elder of his house, who ruled over everything he had . . . “Do not take a wife for my son from the daughters of Canaan, among whom I dwell. Rather, go to my country and my kinsmen, and take a wife for my son Yitzchak . . .” (Genesis 24:1-4)

Why was Abraham so insistent that Yitzchak only marry someone from his close blood relatives? After all, as our Sages tell us, Eliezer, Abraham’s servant, had a daughter whom he secretly hoped Abraham would take as a wife for Yitzchak.32 Furthermore, all our sources indicate that Eliezer was the most worthy person around. He was not just a devoted servant, but “. . . the elder of his [Abraham’s] house, who ruled over everything he had.” And he was Abraham’s leading disciple, the first one to teach his message to the world.33 True, Eliezer was a descendant of Canaan, who had been cursed by Noah, but he had apparently overcome whatever deficiencies stemmed from his background. Moreover, consider the alternative: From what type of people did Abraham tell Eliezer to take a wife from? From people like Besuel and Lavan, two of the lowest characters conceivable! Why, then, didn’t he take Eliezer’s daughter for Yitzchak?

The answer leads us to a very fundamental principle about choosing the right spouse (shidduch). When searching for a prospective marriage partner one has to distinguish between two factors: character traits (middos) and philosophical outlook (hashkafa or dayos). Naturally, the ideal would be to find someone who possesses both factors to the greatest degree. This is not always possible, however, pragmatically speaking. If one has to make a choice between character traits and philosophical outlook, which is more important? The answer is character traits, middos. Opinion, outlooks, philosophies, etc. can change. Character is very difficult to change. Rabbi Yisroel Salanter said it best when he commented that it was easier to learn the entire Talmud than to change one bad character trait.

The Canaanites were notorious for bad middos. Their ancestor had been cursed by Noah for his corrupt behavior and bad disposition. Terach, Abraham’s father, on the other hand, although an idol worshipper, was not corrupt at the core. He may have been a theologian with the wrong theology, but his head was in heaven at least. Abraham’s family was good basic stock.

Eliezer’s outlook on life was in alignment with his master, Abraham’s. He was from Canaan, however. There was a quality of his being which was inherently cursed. Besuel, Yitzchak’s future father-in-law, was the furthest thing from Abraham. Yet, his core was not entirely corrupt. There was a chance, therefore, that perhaps he could have fathered a worthy daughter. And that, in fact, is what Rivka was. She was plucked from the house of her vile father before he had a chance to really corrupt her.

Thus, we see the fundamental role middos play in choosing a marriage partner. Opinions change. Character rarely does. The first consideration in choosing a spouse, therefore, should be the quality of the person’s character. Find someone who aligns with the proper outlook as well. After all is said and done, though, a person’s core is the character of his or her being.

The Foundation of a Jewish Home

Olam chessed yiboneh, “A world of chessed He built.” Of the all the character traits chessed is the foundation. It is the cornerstone of a Jewish home. Therefore, if you meet a prospective spouse who possesses many admirable traits but who lacks chessed — stay far way!

This is also one reason why the Torah expends so many words describing the process of finding a wife for Yitzchak. First it tells us in elaborate detail the oath Abraham made Eliezer swear (24:1-9). Then it tells us the particulars of Eliezer’s journey, including his thoughts (24:9-14). Then it tells us about his encounter with Rivka at the well (24:15-27), including Rivka’s and her family’s reaction to that encounter (24:28-32). Then it tells us the conversation he had with Rivka’s family members (24:33-61). Why all the detail and repetition? It’s to teach us that chessed is the cornerstone of the Jewish home.

And he [Eliezer] said, “. . . Behold, I am standing by this well of water [at the time when] the daughters of the men of this city come out to draw water. Let it come to pass that [if] the girl to whom I say, ‘Please lower your pitcher for me to drink,’ [responds,] ‘Drink, and I will also give your camels water’ — she is the one You have chosen for Your servant Yitzchak . . . .”

And it came to pass that before he had even finished speaking, behold, Rivka came out . . . with her pitcher on her shoulder . . . . And she said, “Drink, my master . . . I will draw water for your camels also . . . .” (Genesis 24:12-19)

Eliezer was looking for a person who possessed chessed. To test her he devised a plan. He would ask only for a drink to quench his own thirst. If she then volunteered to not only offer him a drink but his animals as well it would be a sign that she was a person possessing natural chessed, i.e. a willingness to go to exceptional lengths to perform kindness. And that is exactly what Rivka did. No one forced her to offer water to his camels. It was an effort — a very strenuous effort — she did without being asked. That was a sure sign of her natural chessed.

This, then, is one reason why the Torah used so much ink detailing the match-making between Rivka and Yitzchak. The character trait of chessed is an exceedingly vital trait in the making of a successful Jewish home.

Your Bashert and Destiny

Our Sages tell us, “Forty days before the formation of the fetus a voice goes out and decrees, ‘The daughter of so-and-so is destined [to marry] so-and-so.’”34 How often have we heard of a person who tried desperately to marry a certain person but was unsuccessful? And how often have we heard of people who do not try to get married but end up married? We see that in marriage, at least, we cannot outsmart G–d. The hand of destiny is clearly at work.

The truth is that in every area of life G–d arranges events. “He alone did, does, and will do all things that come to pass,” as the first of the thirteen principles of faith states explicitly. Nevertheless, in other areas of life it can be relatively easy for a person to fail to see divine providence at work. In finding a marriage partner — for yourself or for your children — this is not usually so. It is ordinarily clear how the “hand of fate” (which we call hashgacha, or divine providence) put the pieces into place.

I am aware, of course, that there are many married people who think, “Maybe I (or my child) married the wrong one. It wasn’t my true bashert (the destined one).” And, after all, our Sages do discuss the possibility of not marrying your “bashert.”

A zivug [marriage partner] is dependent upon one’s deeds [i.e. it is not determined until later in life]. How could that be? Have we not learned, “Forty days before the formation of the fetus a voice goes out and decrees, ‘The daughter of so-and-so is destined [to marry] so-and-so’” —? [The answer is:] Here [the latter instance] is a case of zivug rishon [your “original” or “first” zivug] and here [the former] is a case of zivug shaini [“alternate” or “second” zivug].35

Now, many mistakenly take this to mean that marrying one’s original zivug (marriage partner) implies a happy marriage. Consequently, they take unhappiness in marriage as a sign that perhaps they are not married to their truly destined mate; it is only their zivug shaini (second choice). The truth is, however, that for various reasons the original scheme (“Forty days before the formation of the fetus . . . .”) could have called for one to have a difficult marriage. In the divine calculation, working through and confronting difficulties with your spouse was the exact medicine you (both) needed. Consider the following story.

“Whatever I want,” a man once complained to the Arizal, “my wife does the opposite. It has become unbearable. She does it on purpose, just to vex me. And she knows it bothers me. But that only makes her do it more. I want to know if you think I should divorce her?”

The Arizal, with his deep mystical vision, looked into the root of the man’s soul, paused for a moment, and said, “This is your tikun.״ The Arizal told him in effect that the marriage was the way he could “repair” a fault in his spiritual self. In a previous existence the situation was reversed, the Arizal told him. “You were the obstinate one!” The man not only accepted his words, but changed his entire outlook. He realized that it was worthwhile to stay with his wife because, as he saw it now, every time she tried to vex him another crease in his soul was straightened out.

And she did continue trying to vex him. The worse she became, however, the happier he acted. Try as she may, he would only smile, tell her thank you, shower her with gifts, and become even more loving. Finally, one day she broke down in front of him. “What changed?” she shouted. “You don’t get annoyed at me any longer. In fact, the more I annoy you the better you treat me.” He then told her the words of the Arizal and how her opposition to him was a tikun for his soul.

“What! I’m giving you a tikun?!” she screamed.

After some time she returned, except now, suddenly, she was the most cooperative wife. Anything he wanted she gave him. A few days later the husband really became desperate. “You see,” he said to the Arizal, “she is so bad she doesn’t want to give me my tikun!”

The Arizal calmed him and said, “Don’t worry. You received your tikun already. She changed her behavior toward you because in heaven they saw how you accepted her opposition with genuine love and humility. That was the lesson, the tikun you needed.”

Difficulties in a relationship are not necessarily signs that the other partner is not one’s bashert. Trying to determine whether a person is your zivug rishon or zivug shaini is very risky business. (To confuse matters further it is even possible, the Arizal points out, to marry your zivug shaini first and only later in life marry your zivug rishon.) The bottom line is that it is fruitless to start questioning whether you married the right person or not. You have to admit that G–d gave you the right person — whether through your deeds or through the original decree forty days before your formation — and work with what you have.

(This is not the place to elaborate on divorce, but obviously sometimes it is necessary. Divorce is always a very, very serious matter, however. I compare it to an amputation. Either it is a great necessity or a great mistake. Regarding amputation, a determination has to be made if the pain one is going through is life-threatening or not. If an expert confirms it is, then amputation is a meritorious act. If not, it is a terrible tragedy. So, too, divorce. Pain — even prolonged pain — in married life is not necessarily reason to divorce. In all cases, the question of divorce requires continual consultation with a Rabbinic expert who has experience with couples.)

Obviously, during the dating process one should not look for a difficult marriage partner or someone whose personality will clash with yours. Do not look for the trouble, for even in the best of marriages difficulties and differences will occur sooner or later. Our responsibility is to find the marriage partner best suited for us given the information we have available (through our own analysis and the insight supplied by our close advisors).

Our Creator is Mizaveg Zivuggim

Our Sages36 relate a story about a Gentile princess who asked Rabbi Yosi ben Chalafta what “your G–d is doing since He finished creating the world?”

“He is making marriages (mizaveg zivuggim).”

She then made a disparaging remark to the effect that anyone can arrange marriages and to prove her point she took 300 of her female servants and matched them together with 300 of her male servants. The next day, they came to her with black eyes, broken arms, bruise marks, and bruised egos. The princess then admitted that arranging workable marriages was no small feat.

The conclusion of the story and the princess’ admission aside, her original question was really a very good one. When she asked what G–d had been doing since He had created the world she was alluding to a classic philosophical question. She wanted to know how G–d continued to involve Himself in the world, i.e. hashgacha. If, as the Jews claimed, He was not only the Creator who created the world during the first six days of creation but a G–d who was still intimately involved in the world,37 how did we see Him manifest Himself in our everyday lives? To that Rabbi Yosi ben Chalafta answered that He “arranges marriages.”

His answer apparently satisfied the princess, but when you think about it how long does it take to arrange a marriage? You know the joke, “My shadchan (match-maker) took my money and left me with the trouble.” How long is G–d occupied, so to speak, with a given match? If it is essentially a one-time involvement, then how does Rabbi Yosi ben Chalafta’s response really answer the question regarding belief in G–d’s continual providence?

Maharal sheds a great light on this seemingly simple story. He explains that the process of being mizaveg zivuggim, literally “pairing pairs,” continues even after the marriage. Marriage, in essence, is a unification of opposites. G–d makes sure that even the most compatible people are opposite in some way. This natural opposition, though a cause of possible contention, is the way in which we grow. Marriage is where we confront underdeveloped or underemphasized aspects of our personalities — our “opposite” parts, i.e. those parts to which we thought we had no claim to. By confronting and eventually incorporating these opposite parts we truly grow more than we ever could have if we had remained single.

The problem is that in the process of confronting our opposite parts we often fail, get into spats, and perhaps even experience serious marital discord. And this process can go on for years. This, Maharal explains, is what our Sages mean when they say that G–d is mizaveg zivuggim, arranging marriages. He enters into each household and makes sure we have troubles so that we each confront our opposite parts. You work hard, make some breakthrough with your spouse, think your troubles are over, and three days later everything falls apart. G–d is always fabricating new opposition. And that is what He has been “so busy” doing since creation began. He not only arranges marriages but continues with the couple after the marriage, making sure they confront their opposite parts.

Again, this is not to say that you should look for someone who is the opposite of you. Nevertheless, sooner or later in the course of a lifetime the differences will appear. And each difference — each point of possible contention — is an opportunity for expansion and growth. A person’s responsibility in the dating process is first and foremost to look for someone with good middos (especially, someone who is not lacking chessed) as well as someone who seems compatible — not necessarily someone who is identical to you, but whose “opposite parts,” if you perceive them, make sense to you.

Faith and Effort

Even though G–d “did, does, and will do all things that come to pass,” you still have free will and are required to make the effort (hishtadlus) to marry a partner with whom you can have a happy married life. You are responsible for your life. After all is said and done, though, G–d dominates our lives. Nothing happens by coincidence. (See Volume 1, Chapter 3.) You can be the most diligent person yet have a hard time finding a shidduch. Or you can be the nicest person and nevertheless have a hard time in your married life. It is not necessarily your fault. G–d is making it difficult for you for some ultimate good.

People are funny. Beforehand we cry, “Why can’t I find someone?” and afterward we cry, “Why did I find someone?” There is a story of a Rabbi who visited a nursing home and saw an elderly woman who did nothing all day but say, “Oy, Shimon, Shimon, Shimon. Oy, Shimon, Shimon, Shimon.” When he inquired about her, he was told that when the woman was young her life was ruined because her fiancé, Shimon, called off the wedding. She never got over it and now the only thing she did all day was lament, “Oy, Shimon, Shimon, Shimon.”

The rabbi went to the next room and saw a disheveled woman who was a complete wreck, and who was also saying, “Oy, Shimon, Shimon, Shimon.”

“Shimon also broke an engagement with her?” the rabbi asked an attendant.

“No. She married Shimon.”

G–d does indeed work in mysterious ways. Some people have to go through a lot before they get married. Others have to go through a lot after they get married. Blaming yourself can be self-defeating. Our job is not to presume to know or dictate G–d’s will, but to acknowledge His intimate involvement in everything we experience and roll with the punches, so to speak. Lovingly accepting the suffering G–d sends us is sometimes the very thing we need to get over a hump or out of a rut.

The Importance of Prayer

In all matters, but especially shidduchim, I cannot over-emphasize the importance of prayer. And whether for yourself or your child it is never too early to begin those prayers. I heard a beautiful story on this theme.

A promising young man in yeshiva became engaged. Shortly afterward he told his wife-to-be about a difficult crossroads he had had in his life several years before. At sixteen he decided to drop out of yeshiva and learn a trade. He took all the tests, made all the arrangements, and was committed to go ahead with his decision when suddenly, inexplicably, he woke up one morning, and was overcome by a desire to return to yeshiva. He did not know where this inspiration came from, but it was a great turning point because from then on he returned to his studies with a renewed seriousness and succeeded beyond everyone’s wildest expectations.

“Exactly when did this happen?” she asked him. He told her the exact year and day. Her eyes bulged. She had a diary and in it on the exact day he had had this unexplainable intuition she wrote that she had gone to the Kotel (the Wailing Wall) and cried to G–d that her future husband should be a success in Torah!

We should never underestimate the power of our prayers. Imagine a thief breaking into a house in the middle of the night who suddenly hears a noise. “Oy, Hashem help me!” he says. Even though he is a thief his prayer is more easily heard than some of our prayers, our teachers tell us.38 Why? Because he is sincerely crying out to G–d; he is letting out a heartfelt prayer. Now, if this is true for a thief who is doing something against the Torah, how much more likely is it for our prayer to be heard when we sincerely ask for something that is in line with Torah.

G–d wants us to connect to Him. That connection has to come from our depths. Sometimes, the deepest expression is a wordless, heartfelt sigh. One real “Oy!” can be more powerful than a thousand carefully recited words. “From the depths I call out to You, G–d.”39 This call is so deep, so primordial, that it cannot be encapsulated in words. (It parallels the idea of shofar, which is a wordless prayer. Also, just as the narrower the shofar the more piercing the blast, so, too, the narrower the straits we find ourselves, the more heartfelt the call to G–d.) Mystically, the prosecuting angels, whose job is to intercept our prayers and prevent them from coming before G–d, have no power over such prayers. They do not understand this wordless cry. We, ourselves, do not understand it. All we know is that we want the deepest connection to G–d.

Sometimes there is no better position to be in than a position of complete helplessness. In reality, there is no hopeless or meaningless predicament. If we find ourselves, through no fault of our own, in a difficult situation from which we are truly unable to extricate ourselves we can then assume it is automatically perpetuating some tikun (“repair”). Conversely, in any situation where we can help ourselves, then the tikun is dependent upon us. And, if so, we have no reason to despair. We are being given an opportunity to become a partner with G–d in bringing about our own tikun.

We really have nothing to despair over, then. Either we are “beyond help” and therefore can view our situation as bringing about some needed tikun. Or we can help ourselves: we have a choice.

If you are confronted with an important life choice and do not know how to make a decision, what should you do? “Make yourself a Rav and remove yourself from doubt.”40 We are subjective. Each of us, therefore, needs a mentor to guide us above our subjectivity. And I am not talking about a mystic who looks into your eyes and tells you about your life. I am talking about a down-to-earth instructor who knows you and who you feel comfortable consulting with.

Torah is our connection to objectivity. A person who is truly imbued with Torah has a connection to a perspective which can help him transcend his predicaments like no one else. But it is up to us, too. In the past, our view of ourselves may actually have limited our potential, but these limitations can be overcome through our own connections to Torah. If all else fails, remember pour out your heart to G–d. This is the key to everything.

Toldos
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Several years ago I became involved in the case of an intermarried couple. They had been married twelve or thirteen years and literally “never had a bad day” in their married life. The man — the Jewish partner — had a younger brother who traveled to Israel, became observant, and began learning in a yeshiva for late beginners. During that time this intermarried brother and his non-Jewish wife came to visit him.

To make a long story short the brothers began learning Torah together. Little by little, the older brother became interested. During this process his non-Jewish wife, strangely enough, encouraged him to become religious. After a month the intermarried brother reached the firm commitment to become observant. Of course, there was one problem. He was still married to a non-Jew.

She, for her part, became just as interested, and decided that the Torah was true. Consequently, she cooperated completely with her husband’s wishes and began cooking kosher, keeping Shabbos, even observing the family purity laws, etc. She resisted in one way, however: technical conversion.

“What does dipping my body in a pool accomplish?” she would ask. “In essence, my outlook now is no different from any other observant Jewish person. Why do I have to go through the formalities of conversion? I am more than willing to accept all the restrictions of authentic Jewish living. I find enormous beauty in the lifestyle. I just don’t see what difference immersing in a mikvah will make.”

The couple returned to North America and kept a fully observant lifestyle — except for the fact that the wife would not go through a formal conversion. Eventually, however, the husband decided that he could not continue living that way.

“I love you,” he told her, “but you have to make a decision to convert or not.”

They decided the best thing would be for her to spend a week alone living in an observant community, talking to various Rabbis. I was one of those asked to talk to her and we spent many, many hours in conversation that week. This was not an “ordinary” situation where a Gentile simply comes over to you and says, “I want to be Jewish.” In such a case, Jewish law initially requires us to push away the potential convert. This, on the other hand, was a woman in a relationship with a Jewish man for more than twelve years. Blood is not water. There were deep feelings involved. Compounding matters, the woman was extremely sincere, sensitive, and intelligent.

I received guidance from a great authority, who said that in this case it was an obligation to reveal the entire beauty of Judaism to the non-Jew. “But make sure you caution her about one thing,” he said. “When she makes her decision be sure to tell her that it must be made independently of her feelings for her husband.”

Over and over again the conversation came back to one point, “How can you make a distinction between me and my husband?” she would ask. “I perform all the obligations and believe in all the values. I just do not see why dipping in a mikvah will make a difference.”

“But that’s what the Torah says,” I replied. “Just as you can’t be halfway pregnant, you can’t be halfway Jewish. You can’t say you believe in the Torah and then make your own definition of Jewishness.”

“But how could it be,” she asked, “that there are two types of people: Jews and non-Jews? Didn’t G–d create one man in His image. And therefore isn’t a Gentile in His image as well?”

“Absolutely,” I said.

“So, then, how I am different from my husband?”

“Let me ask you this,” I said. “Did you ever fly on a plane?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you fly?”

“To Rome.”

“Did you pay for your ticket?”

“Of course.”

“Did you know that on the same plane was a young woman just like you who flew for free?”

“What do you mean? Who?”

“The stewardess,” I responded. “In fact, not only did she not have to pay, but she was paid to be on that flight!”

“But that’s different,” she said.

“Why?”

“Well,” she said after a long pause, “I don’t know, but there’s definitely a difference.”

“You’re right,” I said volunteering an answer, “there is a difference. The difference is that the stewardess is not really going to Rome. When the flight is over she will be on the next flight back to New York. She is only there for the sake of the passengers. The passenger, on the other hand, is there to travel to another destination. The plane is just a vehicle for her. Thus, you have two virtually identical people with two entirely different orientations.”

“I’m not sure what you’re driving at.”

“This world, too, is an airplane. It is nothing more than a vehicle which carries us to a destination — the World To Come. Just as an airplane has stewardesses and passengers, so, too, this world is populated by two different types of people: those who have a destiny and those who are just along for the ride.

“There’s nothing comparable to the Torah,” I continued, “It’s more than merely a 3,000 year old system of religion and ethics. It forces a Jew to weigh everything in the material world in terms of its worth as a vehicle for a stake in eternity. The Torah, in painstaking detail, teaches us how the matter of this physical world can be transformed into the energy of eternity. Every object, every experience, every emotion, every moment used in line with Torah gives shape and substance to our portion in eternity.41 The Torah forces a person to live a life where pleasures are seen not as ends in themselves, but as means to a higher destiny.

“For people without this higher destiny, on the other hand, their orientation toward life is completely different. The main thing for them is not the final destination but the ‘good time’ they can have along the way. For them, the world is totally an end in itself. Thus, they live a life, in all its myriad details, which is not necessarily connected to eternity.

“So, you see,” I said to her, “it is possible to conceive of two people who look identical on the outside but who in actuality have two entirely different orientations, and, therefore, entirely different destinies.”

Shortly after our conversation the woman converted. At their wedding (the couple remarried in accordance with Jewish law) she told me, “If people ask, tell them this stewardess bought a ticket and became a passenger.” Of course, although the terminology of my stewardess analogy was original, the idea behind it was not. In actuality, the difference between the “stewardess” and the “passenger” is the difference between Esav and Yaakov.

Yaakov and Esav

. . . And Rivka, his [Yitzchak’s] wife, conceived. And the children struggled within her. And she said, “If so, why am I thus?” And she went to inquire of Hashem. And Hashem said to her, “Two nations are in your womb; and two peoples will be separated from your insides. And one people will dominate the other; and the elder will serve the younger.” (Genesis 25:21-23)

“And the children struggled within her . . . .” Obviously, this verse screams, “Interpret me,” for it conceals what the struggle was about . . . . Our Rabbis [therefore] taught . . . When she [Rivka] would pass by the doors of [the yeshiva] of Shem and Eber, Yaakov struggled to come out. But when she would pass by the door of idol worship, Esav struggled to come forth. Alternatively: they struggled with each other over the inheritance of the two worlds [i.e. this world and the world to come], (Rashi)

Yitzchak and Rivka gave birth to twins; Esav and Yaakov. And each of them had free choice to choose how to live his life. Yaakov came to see this life as a vehicle to reach the future world. Esav chose to live for the immediate experience, to not concern himself with any future existence.

Of course, Yaakov and Esav, like all of us, simultaneously felt leanings toward both worlds: Yaakov also had a part of himself yearning for the material world, and Esav likewise had a part of himself which pined for the spiritual world. If not, they would not have had free will. Every person is born with longings for both worlds. As I like to say, we all have an identity crisis.42

Ultimately, Yaakov and Esav differed from each other in that each aimed for different ends. Yaakov wanted the next world. He realized that the objects and pleasures of this world could be used as means for attaining it, but it was to attain an ideal beyond the mundane world for which they were meant. Esav, on the other hand, wanted this world. To him, the concept of spirituality (i.e. the next world) was a means of enhancing life in this world. If I could venture a comparison, Esav was like the people today who talk about things like meditation, angels, life after death, “spiritual living,” etc. not as means toward a true spiritual end but only to intensify their experience of temporal life. Should their spirituality come into conflict with their materialism (for example, by becoming costly, painful, or embarrassing) their true intentions come out: they always opt for the immediate material pleasure. That was Esav.

The Meanings of their Names

And when her days to give birth were filled, behold, twins were in her womb. And the first one came out red, all covered with hair like a garment; and they called his name Esav. And afterward his brother came out, his hand holding the heel of Esav. And they called his name Yaakov . . . . And the boys grew. And Esav was a man who knew hunting, a man of the plains. Yaakov was a pure man, dwelling in tents. (Genesis 25:24-27)

Esav’s name derives from the Hebrew word meaning “complete.” Esav was born a finished product. Our Sages tell us that “a one day old ox is [already] called an ox.”43 An ox is essentially a complete ox the moment it is born. So, too, the physical man. If the physical is your goal then you are complete from day one. You do not have to work on yourself; you just have to experience pleasure. Since Esav’s entire goal was the material world there was nothing he needed to work on. All he needed was to experience physical life. He was born “complete.”

The Torah also tells us that Esav “came out red, all covered with hair like a garment.” I like to say: He was wearing a “fur coat.” People who feel the need to wear fur coats are superficial. They live to impress others and therefore always want to know what people will think and say.

A person decided to renovate his house. Marble pillars, a beautiful outer staircase, magnificent landscaping, etc. — he planned the project sparing no expense. Suddenly, one day in the middle of these renovations his neighbor across the street approached the workers and ordered them to renovate according to his instructions: “Make the staircase this way, tear up those bushes and put up these instead, repaint the house this color instead of that.”

When the owner of the house found out, his blood began boiling. He ran over to his neighbor and screamed at him, “What type of chutzpah is this? What right do you have to tell these people, who I hired, how to renovate my house?!!”

“What do you mean?” the neighbor replied. All of these renovations are not for you — they’re for me; they’re to impress me! And if I am the one who is going be impressed at least let it look the way I like it!”

This is the idea of a “fur coat” extended to a house. Ostentatiousness is a symptom of a person who lives to impress others. You are only as good as other people perceive you, he thinks. A fur coat is the uniform of an insecure person. If society does not appreciate me I feel worthless, the person is saying. His natural state is to feel dead inside, so what else can he do except try to make an impression based on externalities. This is why Esav’s external appearance is emphasized when he was born.

Yaakov, by contrast, was alive on the inside. That is why he was happy to dwell all day in tents. His sense of worth was not dependent upon externalities or social acceptance. Yaakov did not put up facades. He was not a performer. He was an eesh taam, a “pure” or “simple” man.

Esav, by contrast, is called “a man who knew hunting [or trapping].” Just as a hunter learns to trap his prey Esav learned to entrap others with lies and deceit. His exterior masked his interior. Yaakov did not put up fronts. What he was on the outside is exactly what he was on the inside. And since he worked on himself on the inside he did not feel insecure about showing people who he really was. That is why, as explained and developed in numerous teachings, Yaakov’s primary character trait was truth. Taam means simplicity, honesty, truth.

(In a deeper sense, the Hebrew word taam (tav, mem) consists of two of the three letters of emess (aleph, mem, tav) or “truth.” The aleph represents G–d. Yaakov was created taam (tav, mem), i.e. without the aleph. All Yaakov had to do was reach out to G–d to raise himself from a “simple man,” eesh taam, to a “man of truth,” eesh emess.)

Yaakov, therefore, was a person who knew he had to do something with his life. He saw himself as raw material, as clay which needed to be molded with the skill of an expert potter. This was the diametric opposite of Esav, who saw himself as complete, as not needing to develop himself in any way. Esav was dead on the inside and therefore his whole life was devoted to externals.

The Yaakov and Esav Within

We should know that there is a little bit of Yaakov and Esav in each of us. We have an Esav element: we want the material world. And we have a Yaakov element: we want the spiritual world. Who has the advantage? Esav. He was born first. “Man is born a wild donkey.”44 We all have a natural tendency, rooted in us from the very beginning, to pursue the material world for its own sake.

The Yaakov element, on the other hand, is “holding the heel of Esav.” It comes second. We were born with the Esav element already exerting its influence. That is why developing our spiritual side is an uphill battle. “He who does not grow, dies.”45 Maturity means growing out of our Esav instinct day by day, year by year, decade by decade, until we truly deserve to be called spiritually oriented people.

The Blessings

Given the distinct natures of Yaakov and Esav, the episode of the blessings comes as a complete shock. First, Yaakov, the eesh emess, has to steal the blessings. And what type of blessings does he steal?

[May] G–d give you the dew of heaven and the fatness of the earth, and plenty of corn and wine. Let peoples serve you and nations bow down to you; be lord over your brothers . . . . (Genesis 27:28-29)

These are blessings for material well-being! (The blessings for spiritual well-being, the “blessings of Abraham,” were given to Yaakov later — see Genesis 28:3 and were always meant for him.) If so, then Yaakov, the man of truth,” the spiritual human being, is stealing blessings for material well-being! This sounds completely contradictory to everything we know about him.

In response, we have to understand that Yaakov’s father, Yitzchak, was the holy man par excellence, the oleh temimah (unblemished sacrifice) who was willing to allow himself to be slaughtered for G–d’s will. He was pure, holy, unblemished — and completely transcendent. He wanted Yaakov to be just like him: a holy man sitting in his tents, isolated from the outside world, unencumbered by the physical. For such a person, Yitzchak thought, material wealth was not only unimportant but an impediment. He hoped therefore to give the material blessings to Esav in the expectation that Esav would share it with Yaakov and thereby help him to forever remain a holy man steeped in holy activities.

Rivka knew otherwise. She grew up in a house of crooks and was not fooled by Esav. She was well aware from the beginning how Esav had emptied himself of any redeeming qualities and had deceived her husband. She also knew that if Yaakov’s survival depended on the generosity of his brother Esav he would starve to death. Consequently, when the crucial hour arrived she took matters into her own hands and helped Yaakov attain the blessings she knew were necessary for him.

Next, we have to understand that Yaakov did not steal anything. A blessing is not like a physical object. Blessings come directly from G–d and if G–d does not want you to receive the blessing (or the curse, as when Bilaam tried to curse the Jewish People) you will not receive it. So, too, if G–d did not want the blessings of material well-being to apply to Yaakov it would have been impossible for him to steal them. Obviously, therefore, G–d wanted Yaakov to have the blessings for material well-being, not just spiritual well-being. The question now is: Why did Yaakov receive these blessings in the unsavory manner he did? Why did Divine Providence set it up that Yitzchak had to be deceived? The answer is that by receiving the blessings in the manner he did caused them to apply to him unconditionally and permanently. Let me explain.

Unconditional Blessings

And Rivka took the best46 clothes of Esav her eldest son . . . and dressed her young son Yaakov with them . . . . And Yitzchak said, “Come near, my son, please, and let me touch you [to see] if you are really Esav or not.” And Yaakov came near to his father Yitzchak, and he touched him. And he [Yitzchak] said, “The voice is the voice of Yaakov, but the hands are the hands of Esav.” (Genesis 27:15, 21-22)

Yitzchak was confused. The person before him seemed to possess simultaneously the characteristics of both his sons. A voice is something which emanates from the inside, and therefore represents the true inner person. Hands are used to manipulate the outside world. This person standing before Yitzchak was inwardly a Yaakov and outwardly an Esav.

Picture the scene. Yaakov goes to receive the blessings dressed in the clothing of an evil person. What is the message? The message is that if the blessings had been acquired in a straight-forward manner they would have applied only as long as Yaakov, and his descendants, looked and behaved like a “Yaakov.” Now, however, that Yaakov received the blessings looking like Esav he warranted the blessings even should he stoop to the lowliness of character of his brother Esav. In other words, by receiving the blessings even when he is “dressed like Esav,” i.e. when he acts like Esav, it signifies that he would receive Yitzchak’s blessing unconditionally, independent of his worthiness. Of course, when Yaakov “is dressed like Yaakov,” i.e. when he acts like the righteous person he is, he certainly deserves the blessings. However, now even should Yaakov stoop to the point where he behaves like Esav — even then he deserves the blessings.

And he [Yitzchak] did not recognize him because his hands were like Esav’s, hairy — and he blessed him. (Genesis 27:23)

Notice that exactly at the moment Yitzchak confirmed for himself that the person before him was Esav — precisely at that moment he invoked the blessing. As we said, this meant that Yaakov would receive the blessing unconditionally. He would be the recipient of it even when “his hands are the hands of Esav,” i.e. even when he behaves like an Esav.

And his father Yitzchak said to him, “Come near now and kiss me, my son.” And he came near and kissed him. And he [Yitzchak] smelled the smell of his garments, and blessed him and said, “See, the smell of my son is like the smell of a field which Hashem has blessed . . .” (Genesis 27:26-27)

There is an illuminating teaching which explains that when Yitzchak smelled the smell of his garments he really smelled the smell of Yaakov’s “traitors” (a word play on bigodav, “his garments,” and bogdav, “his traitors”). This nuance is illustrated with a story about a Jewish “traitor,” Yosi Meshiso.

After the Romans defeated the Jewish army they announced that any Jew who entered the Bais HaMikdash (Temple) could keep whatever he found. Yosi Meshiso was a Jew without scruples so he entered and took out the holy menorah. When the Romans saw the beautiful, golden menorah they confiscated it for themselves and told him to go back in to bring out more.

“It is enough that I angered My G–d once,” he replied. “Should I anger him twice?”

They did not accept his response, however, and offered him a bribe. “If you go in we will relieve you of all taxes.” Still he refused. Finally, they threatened him, “If you do not go back in there and take out more items we will kill you.”

He had made up his mind, however: he was not going back in. His G–d was more important than his life. Thus, Yosi Meshiso, this unscrupulous, heretical, traitorous Jew, died a righteous person.

This is what Yitzchak “smelled” (i.e. intuited): the treachery of Yosi Meshiso. Yitzchak detected in Yaakov that pintelle yid, that pure, unadulterated core of the Jew which will never become blemished no matter how low he stoops. A Jew will always have the ability to turn around and do teshuva. And that is why precisely when Yitzchak “smelled” the smell of “traitors” did he invoke the blessing for material good. This blessing was unconditional and permanent specifically because Yaakov was given it dressed in the garment of Esav.

This shines a profound light on what it means to be a Jew. Even should a Jew be dressed as an Esav — i.e. enveloped in sin, immersed in materialism, confounded by alien philosophies and beliefs — he has the power at any moment to overwhelm his evil and emerge a righteous person. He is permanently blessed.47 His hands may be stained with the wickedness of Esav but his voice will always be the “voice of Yaakov,” a voice of unadulterated G–dliness.

(For a different perspective on the historical significance of the differences between Yaakov and Esav — in terms of golus, “exile,” and the relevance to today’s world — see Days Are Coming, Part II, especially from “The Four Exiles” to the end of the book.)
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And the boys grew. And Esav was a man who knew hunting, a man of the plains. Yaakov was a pure man, dwelling in tents. (Genesis 25:27)

As long as they were small they behaved no differently from each other and no one paid particular attention to any differences in their natures. [However,] when they turned thirteen years old this one [Yaakov] frequented houses of study and this one [Esav] frequented [places of] idol worship. (Rashi)

According to Rashi, there was a fundamental flaw in the education of Yaakov and Esav. When they were young no one paid enough attention to their differences. They were therefore treated similarly. This was a mistake because in reality their natures were very different (as became evident later). Each needed to be dealt with individually. “Educate the child according to his way.”48 The cornerstone of education is treating each child as an individual. Yaakov and Esav were, according to Rashi, not educated properly. Of course, we can be sure that if Yitzchak and Rivka made this mistake it is a mistake all of us can easily make. And that’s the Torah’s purpose in teaching it to us: so that we avoid this common pitfall.

Each Child an Individual

The Sages teach: “Every person is obligated to say: For me the entire world was created.”49 G–d did not create one world. Every individual is a world unto himself. Each of us is an entire world.

A few years ago I visited Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem. Actually I went to visit only one exhibit there. (The rest of the museum is a propaganda tool to teach the secular viewpoint of the Holocaust. It represents more a complaint against G–d than an objective view of history. Nevertheless, as a Holocaust survivor I was interested in this one exhibit commemorating the million-and-a-half children who perished at the hands of the Nazis.)

The exhibit room is a single enormous chamber — as tall as it is wide. You enter this room through a dark, narrow passage. Suddenly, you are in a black pavilion with thousands and thousands of candles. In actuality, there is only a single candle burning and thousands of mirrors from all angles which reflect the light of that one candle. As you walk through it a tape recording is pronouncing names and ages — name after name after name. Each name is that of a child who perished at the hands of the Nazis.

Going through this hall was an emotional experience for me because until the age of seven I lived in Nazi-occupied Europe. And I heard many names at this exhibit, but not mine. Why? Because Hashem performed miracles for me. It was as if He was telling me, “You have to continue to live. You have not finished your mission.” For some reason He needed me in the world.

After I exited the dark hall into the daylight I was struck by a powerful, inexplicable urge to go back inside and detect the real candle. I was not successful, but I asked myself, “Why do you have this urge? What do you hope to gain by finding the real candle?” Then an answer came to my mind, “If you extinguish one candle, instantly one-and-a-half-million candles will be extinguished. Conversely, if you light up one candle, instantly you light up one-and-a-half-million candles.”

Who is the real candle on this earth? Who lights up all the others? Each of us has to point to himself and say, “I am the genuine candle.” (Ner Hashem nishmas adam, “The candle of G–d [is] the soul of man.”50) And this is the meaning of our Sages. Each person is obligated to say, “I am the purpose of creation. Everyone else is my reflection. If I raise myself I raise the entire world with me. If I disgrace myself I disgrace the entire world with me.” It is a paradoxical concept. But it is absolutely true. Each of us is the genuine candle.

This is the belief we have to bring into our homes. Each child has his or her own specific needs. Each comes with a unique set of instructions. One child may need a “No” at the same time another child may need a “Yes.” Every child is different. Every circumstance is different. They are not robots. They are not preprogrammed computers.

Self-Esteem

The problem is that we can become frustrated with a child and undermine his or her self-esteem at an early age. I once participated in a seminar for secular Israelis held in Los Angeles. “Who do you think brought you here?” I asked my audience. “What energy, what force, pulled you in here?” I paused and then said, “Whether you realize it or not it was Has hem. And He did it because He needs you. You see, each of you has a share in His world and a specific mission to accomplish. Without your contribution He cannot bring the world to completion. That is why He brought you here. You have an individual, unique greatness. Your beliefs and upbringing may have taken it away from you, but it is always available for you to reclaim.”

After the lecture, a middle-aged man approached me and said, “Rabbi Tauber, I am totally confused. I came here because not long ago I actually attempted suicide. I was deeply depressed and did not want to go on living. My life was saved at the last moment, but I am still depressed. I came to the seminar hoping that maybe something here will help me rebuild my self-esteem.”

“Why are you so depressed?” I asked.

“Let me tell you about my life. When I was little,” he related, “my parents called me Chamor [‘donkey’]. That was my official name at home. Can you imagine what it is like growing up like that? So, I said to myself, ‘I can’t wait till I’m old enough to get out of my parent’s house. I’ll find a wife who will respect me and help me rebuild my life.’ Well, I left home, got married, and then my wife started calling me Behaimah [‘animal’]. I then said to myself, ‘Well, at least when my children grow up they will appreciate me.’ But then they grew up and started calling me Shlemiel. ‘You don’t make enough money,’ they said. Whatever I gave them was never good enough.

“So, I said to myself,” he continued, “I’m a donkey, an animal, and a shlemiel — there’s no point in living any longer. But, now, I come to this seminar and you want me to believe that I’m so important that G–d depends on me?”

My heart went out to him and I said, “You know, first of all, if your father called you Chamor it is because he must have felt like one himself. He didn’t know who he was. What I’m telling you, on the other hand, is not my own idea. The Torah says you were made in the image of G–d. Do you believe that? Do you believe G–d is big enough to be involved in your life down to the smallest details?”

I had his attention: “Do you know that when a Jew gets up in the morning one of the first blessings he has to say is asher yatzar — blessing G–d who ‘made man with wisdom.’ And a Jew also has to say this prayer every time after going to the bathroom because every time you go to the bathroom miracles are happening. G–d made such a perfectly designed body that, for instance, it automatically separates the nutritious parts from the waste parts. That’s a miracle. So, we say to G–d, ‘Blessed are you, G–d, King of the Universe who formed each person with wisdom.’

“The blessing then continues: ‘. . . and created [numerous] orifices [upon] orifices and cavities [upon] cavities. . .’ We thank G–d that our body functions properly. Next, we add an incredible thought: ‘It is revealed and known before your Throne of Glory that if one of [the orifices or cavities remains] open or one of [them remains] closed it would be impossible to exist and stand before You.’ Saying that the miracle of our bodily functions is ‘revealed and known’ before G–d’s ‘Throne of Glory’ means that G–d Himself sits on His throne and, so to speak, monitors our bodies every moment of the day! And in this blessing we are not even talking about the soul, which He surely watches over, but the body — the mundane, this-worldly body. Our body reflects the wisdom of G–d.

“When a person says this blessing a few times every day,” I told the man, “and thinks about what he says, he will no doubt acquire self-esteem. I am somebody. G–d has invested His wisdom in me. Each individual has to say his own asher yatzar because each of us is a unique world. I am not you; you are not me. We do not duplicate each other. No human being is superfluous. G–d formed us all with wisdom and watches over each of us individually.”

Dealing with the “Problem” Child

The great Rabbi Akiva did not begin learning Torah until the age of forty. “When I was an ignoramus,” he told his disciples, “I hated Torah scholars.”51 A person is not allowed to say derogatory statements about anyone, including himself, unless there is a legitimate reason for making the statement. What was Rabbi Akiva’s purpose, then, telling his students he used to hate Torah scholars?

His lesson to them was as follows: Do you want to know how, at the age of forty, I knew I could become a great scholar? I knew it from my hatred. A person only hates that which he himself can become. If I could not become it, then it would not have been a threat to me.

This is also why Esav hated Yaakov. He had the opportunity to become like Yaakov, but he was lazy. It was easier to be a hunter and a murderer. It is easier to hate and be lazy than to love and build. If a couple with marital problems hate each other I know I have a better chance of helping them than a couple that does not care about each other. Love and hate are two sides of the same coin. Wherever there is hate there is hidden love.

Why do I hate a Torah scholar? Rabbi Akiva asked himself. Because I can become a Torah scholar myself. If that’s the case, why should I hate? Instead of hating him, why not become him? He realized that his own hatred was a message of the love hidden in his heart.

Our potential for greatness is exactly in those areas where we fail the most. Our worst character traits indicate where we can develop the greatest character. Our most difficult hardships indicate where we can become role models of success. The yetzer hara (evil inclination) knows this, too, of course. That is precisely why its greatest efforts are exactly where your most profound potential greatness lies.

This is a valuable piece of information to arm yourself with in your battle to educate yourself and your children. If your greatest problem is that you are lazy, then leave everything else aside and break your laziness. The same is true with every other fault — arrogance, anger, untruthfulness. The place of our greatest shortcoming is the trap door to our personal greatness. That was Rabbi Akiva’s teaching.

As parents we have to see the unique greatness of each child. The more difficult a child is the more potential he has. Each child is an entire world. We cannot mass produce our children. Every child has a special destiny. We have to help him find it no matter how far away he presently is.

We Get Angry When Others Exhibit Our Own Faults

What do we do when our children display behavior we find especially bothersome? How do we stay calm then? An important point to keep in mind is that we tend to get upset at shortcomings in others that we ourselves possess.

Think about it. What irks us most about our children? When does behavior they exhibit cause us the most irritation? When we see our own faults displayed in their behavior. Speaking for myself, I know that I got upset when I saw the little “me” in my child. None of us are perfect and it is natural to fault others for faults we ourselves possess. If, however, it is a fault we do not possess we tend to be more lenient because it does not remind us of our own inadequacy. Only when we see our own blemishes in our children do we have a tendency to react strongly.

This is important to keep in mind because in order to be compassionate we need to realize that it is not necessarily the child’s misbehavior which bothers us but a fault within ourselves. When we are angry at them we are probably angry at ourselves. And anger is not the state of mind to be in when we desire to correct others. Even if the chastised child seems to temporarily succumb to the request of your angry outburst he will sense the hypocrisy. He may not immediately express this sense, but he probably will when he gets older. On the other hand, when the child sees that you are not castigating him out of anger then he will conclude that you really care for him.

The first thing to do, then, when we see our child doing something wrong, is ask: Is it me that I am seeing in the child or is it the child? If the former, the best advice, generally, is to delay chastisement. Ignore the behavior. Think about the fault it reflects in you and do something concrete to correct it in yourself. Oftentimes, when we work on correcting our own faults the child will automatically improve even if he is not aware.

The general rule is: usually, to the extent you correct yourself, so will your child correct himself. If, on the other hand, you analyze the situation and conclude that there is indeed something which has to be said to the child never say anything at the time of anger. It is not easy, I admit. I myself failed this test many times. On the other hand, the more I worked on myself the better I handled the situation.

Just to give you an illustration: One day years ago I came home and the first thing my wife told me was that one of our boys was wild in school and had broken a window.

“He’s still in school now,” my wife said, “but you have to take care of it the second he comes home.”

“Please,” I told her, “let’s not take care of it right away. You and I are angry. And when we’re angry we’re not in a state to take care of such matters. Let’s have patience.”

When the boy came home expecting to be punished he was shocked to see how calm his father was, not even bringing up the subject. Only after a few minutes did I approach him and say calmly, “I heard what happened in school. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” he said with dismay.

“Yes, I’m too angry to talk to you now and I don’t want to punish you when I’m angry.”

That really got him scared. In many ways it was worse for him than reprimanding him on the spot. When the next day came and I was able to deal with the matter calmly the child realized that the punishment was really for his good. I was not doing it because of my own shortcoming. I was not just letting off steam. That itself was a tremendous lesson for him: do not overreact when you are angry.

Obviously, the choice to punish or not is a very delicate issue. If we punish we can cause problems and if we do not punish we can cause problems. The one sure thing is that each decision should be weighed carefully. We have to do a lot of self-analysis. And, of course, we cannot expect to avoid making mistakes. We will all fail sometimes. When we do we should confront our weaknesses to make sure they do not get the better of us the next time.

The Courage to say “No”

I was once asked to deliver a lecture entitled, “The Courage To Say No To Children.” In reality, I began, there are many parents who have no problem saying “No.” They always say “No!” They need the courage to say “Yes.”52 The problem for many people is when to say “Yes” to their children. Therefore, I don’t believe that the root cause of the problem is finding the courage to say “No.” The cause is rooted in something deeper.

The Brisker Rav was once asked by a father of a small child, “When should I begin educating my child?”

“It’s too late,” he answered.

“When, then, should I have started?” the father wanted to know.

“The education of your children should have started when you were educating yourself.”

When we were young and forming our own personalities we should have already been thinking about the education of our children. Where do we get the courage to say “No” or “Yes” to our children? From training ourselves to say “No” or “Yes” to our own desires. Why do parents find themselves lacking the courage to say “No” or “Yes” to their children? Because they never developed the courage to say “No” or “Yes” to themselves.

The point is this: If we didn’t educate ourselves in the past, and are not busy educating ourselves and working on our character now, then we cannot be successful educating our children. We have to know when to be strict with ourselves and when to be lenient. Yes, there are times when we should say, “I was a victim of circumstances. I’m not all that bad. It’s not my fault.” When a situation depresses us we have to know how to pick ourselves up.

The first principle in educating others is that we have to educate ourselves. We have to work at knowing our positive and negative traits — and how to harness them both for the good. When we figure out our own puzzle we will figure out the puzzles of others, including our children.

Call me Daddy!

Education is not something you repeat. It is something you demonstrate. Parenting is not preaching. You have to be a role model. All preaching accomplishes is to teach children to become little preachers themselves.

There was once a lonely man who desperately wanted someone to call him “Daddy.” He bought a parrot and trained it day and night. “Call me Daddy. Call me Daddy,” he would repeat constantly. The parrot was stubborn, though. No matter how hard the man tried the parrot would remain quiet. Finally, the man said to the parrot, “You’re so stubborn, I’m going to teach you a lesson. Tonight you’re going to sleep with the chickens. Maybe tomorrow you will show some respect.”

The next morning the man went out to his chicken coop and saw all his chickens dead, shredded to pieces. And there was his parrot standing over a fallen chicken, claws dug into its chest, saying, “Call me Daddy! Call me Daddy! Do you hear me!? Call me Daddy!”

When we preach to our children we are like that man. We make them nothing more than preachers. Rather we must teach through our actions. The first principle of chinuch (“education”) is: be a role model, not a preacher.

Honesty is the Best Policy

Children have very sensitive antennae which pick up, consciously or subconsciously, our every little strength and weakness. Many times, in fact, we live under the false premise that we have to fake it for our child: we have to act, lie, and be hypocrites. Usually, the first one to know you are insincere is your child. You can fool the entire world, but not your child. He may not exhibit his knowledge while still young and in the house but when he grows up and becomes independent he will say, “My father was a hypocrite.”

A primary ingredient in successful parenting is honesty. This does not mean that we have to confess everything, share all our shortcomings with our children, or in general do anything which undermines our self-respect, but when a child sees that his parent has an honest approach to life — when he sees that his parent has the ability to admit to a mistake, for instance — he learns a lesson which will lay a foundation for all his Torah learning. He learns to be real. He learns the value of truthfulness.

When I saw a child of mine doing something wrong I would not jump on his mistake right away. In most cases that would only have made him defensive. I realized that the best thing was to not react immediately, but to think of ways to teach my lesson later.

First I asked myself, “When did I experience this problem?” Then, I sat down with the child and said that when I was such-and-such age I made such-and-such mistake which cost me such-and-such price. Then I would add, “Until I realized this mistake I blamed the entire world. I didn’t admit that I was the one at fault.” The child thus hears an entire lecture without putting him on the defensive.

We do not have to be afraid to admit that we made a mistake as a teenager, or even at the age of twenty-five, thirty, thirty-five, etc. Do not look to confess your mistakes to your child. When it is appropriate, however, the point to stress is not the mistake but what you learned from the mistake, how you matured from it.

The only way to grow is by admitting our failings. This should not be a cause for embarrassment. If we are honest with ourselves we will feel comfortable being honest with our children. When the child sees how open his parent is, how no one is perfect, how all of us have things to work through, etc. he will be equipped to overcome his own problems. And he will not lose respect. He will only gain it.

Communication

The key to successful parenting nowadays is establishing a trusting, communicative relationship. If the child does not feel comfortable talking to you the child will keep troubling experiences to himself and you may not find out about it until much later, long after the damage may already have been done. I, unfortunately, know many such stories. Therefore, it is important to have an open, honest relationship. Let them know your line is always open. They should never feel embarrassed to discuss anything they may feel they have to discuss. And in today’s times many undesirable things do unfortunately happen. Your child must be comfortable enough to come home and discuss them with you. In that way you will be able to help him or her.

Regarding mitzvah education, in the old days it was enough to tell a child, “This is the way we do it. Now don’t ask any questions.” Although we do not have to explain everything all the time the general rule for raising Jewish children today is to explain things as much as possible. Do not impose — compose: put your thoughts together and present them in a way that your child will understand why we do what we do. Today, the primary method is education, not castigation. The idea is communication, not punition.

This was not, generally speaking, the method of the past generation, for instance. When we would ask why we Jews do a certain thing we would get a response to the effect, “You don’t have to understand everything. Just do it.” And if you didn’t do it you were punished. This worked for a short while because it made us afraid to disobey. But the first chance we had to not do it we did not do it. For children growing up in today’s world this method is likely to backfire, especially if it is the only method used. If you want your children to grow as good people and good Jews you have to explain as much as you can. This develops in them a love for Torah and its ways.

If you cannot explain it to them then, first, you have to admit that you are probably deficient in your own understanding of Judaism and should set aside some time studying it yourself. Secondly, say to the child, “You asked a good question. I appreciate it. I can’t answer it now, but I plan to ask a question to a learned person and get back to you with an answer.” The child sees your honesty. And this itself is a great lesson.

Therefore, today, I believe we have to encourage our children to ask their questions. If you want your child to love himself as a person and as a Jew, you must learn how to communicate with him. Knowledge creates love. Give your child knowledge and he will love you, love G–d, and identify with all the proper Torah values.

Of course, nothing good happens over night. And those who did not raise their children this way cannot change them or themselves instantly. But if you live by these principles, at whatever stage you are, you will be on the road toward raising healthy, successful, Jewish children.

(See Chapter 5 for more on Jewish education.)

VaYeitze


CHAPTER 11

The Ladder

• The Capital of the World. Twelve Stones, One Stone. And He Dreamed. Yaakov’s

And Yaakov departed Beer-Sheva and went toward Haran. (Genesis 28:10)

G–d had promised Abraham, “I will give your seed this land [i.e. the Land of Israel].” The Land of Israel is more than just any land. If someone would promise you Washington, D.C., he is telling you that you will inherit America. Indeed, our Sages tell us that “In the future, the Land of Israel will be spread throughout the world.” They mean that one day the entire world will recognize that the capital of the world is the Land of Israel, while the “White House” (or the King’s Palace) is the Bais HaMikdash.

Abraham was given the mission to take the first steps in acquiring the land which his descendants would inherit. Yaakov now is assigned the mission of developing the people of Israel. He is beginning a journey that will culminate in the birth of his twelve sons.

Twelve Stones, One Stone

And he reached the place and lodged there because the sun had set. Then he took stones from the place and arranged them around his head, laying down in that place. (Genesis 28:11) ‘ ‘ ‘

Maaseh avos siman l’bonim, “The events of the fathers are signs for the children.”53 What happened to Abraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov foreshadow, and are symbolic of, what will happen to their descendants. Consequently, every detail about the lives of Yaakov’s twelve sons is vitally important to know. A dream may be just a dream, but if our forefather Yaakov dreamed it, and the Torah recorded it, it is more than just a dream. It has far reaching significance.

According to the Sages, Yaakov knew he would father twelve tribes.54 Nevertheless, as he went to sleep before he dreamed of the ladder he doubted his ability to father them. “Abraham could not establish twelve tribes,” he reasoned. Neither could Yitzchak. Why should I think I have what it takes to establish them?”

Yaakov knew the difficulty of uniting diverse elements. As the saying goes, “Two Jews, three opinions.” The underlying divine spark of the Jewish Nation is one, however providence called for it to be refracted into twelve parts. Each tribe would, ideally, have its specialty. Zevulun would be the merchants and businessmen. Yissachar would be the scholars. Yehudah would be the leaders. And so forth. But while there is enormous power in diversity there is also enormous potential for friction. And that is what Yaakov feared. How could he hope to forge twelve strong-minded individuals, each with his own unique approach, into a unified whole?

Before going to sleep, therefore, Yaakov asked G–d for a sign. “He took from the stones of that place and put them under his head.” The Sages teach that he took twelve stones. Yaakov then said, “If the twelve stones merge into one, let it be a sign that I will succeed in my mission.”

In his dream, he envisioned the stones fighting with each other “the entire night.” Night symbolizes exile. This means that while his descendants, the Jewish People, would be in exile they would constantly bicker amongst themselves. The verse says, nevertheless, that when Yaakov awoke in the morning he “took the stone (i.e. one stone, singular!).” 55A miracle had happened. He had gone to sleep upon several stones and awoke upon one. They had united. This was the sign for which Yaakov was hoping to give him encouragement with his mission.

And He Dreamed

And he dreamed, and behold! — a ladder was standing on the ground with its top reaching heavenward. And behold! — the angels of G–d were ascending and descending it.

And behold! — Hashem stood above him and said, “I am Hashem, G–d of your father Abraham, and the G–d of Yitzchak. The land upon which you lie I shall give to you and your seed. And your seed shall be as the dust of the earth, and you shall spread to the west, east, north, and south; and in you and your seed shall all the families of the earth be blessed. And behold! — I am with you, and will watch over you everywhere you go, and bring you back to this land . . . .” (Genesis 28:12-15)

Our Sages teach that these angels were, in actuality, the angelic representatives of the four nations destined to exile the Jewish People; Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome. “And your seed shall be as the dust of the earth, and you shall spread to the west, east, north, and south . . . .” The four directions refer to the four exiles. To the west is Rome; east is Babylon; north is Greece; and south is Persia.

Abraham had been told in a dream-vision that his children would be strangers in a land not theirs: they would go into exile in the land of Egypt, the “iron crucible.” Yaakov, too, is shown a vision which emphasized that his children would have to experience the crushing reality of four exiles. Whereas the exile in Egypt would lead to the birth of the Jewish nation the four exiles would lead to the maturity of the nation. In exile they would disintegrate, become submerged in the culture of the host country, but ultimately emerge with the spoils, so to speak, of their experience.

And this is the idea of a ladder. Yaakov’s ladder is not just “reaching into heaven,” but stands on the earth. It is connected to the lowest part. The ladder signified to Yaakov, therefore, that he would raise himself, his possessions, and his surroundings from the lowest rungs to the highest. Similarly, his descendants, the Jewish People, would sink to the lowest part of the earth in order to eventually raise it to heaven.

This also explains why Torah is not merely a collection of poetic verses filled with wise sayings and proverbs. It is a way of life which even dictates how we handle the most mundane aspects of the material world, including property and money.56 In fact, later, after Yaakov marries and begins fathering the twelve tribes, the Torah emphasizes the process whereby he acquires great wealth. Lavan, his father-in-law, was a crook (he is called Lavan Ha’arami,” which can be understood as Lavan, “the crook”). Yaakov, nevertheless, was able to turn the tables57 and leave his father-in-law’s house with amassed wealth. (Similarly, in Egypt the Torah emphasizes how the people left with great wealth.) The Torah is teaching that the material world can be turned around for the good and is an important vehicle in the service of G–d. The ladder is on the earth; our task is to elevate and raise earth into heaven.

And behold! — Hashem stood above him . . . [and said] “Behold! — I am with you, and will watch over you everywhere you go, and bring you back to this land . . .”

This was a great reassurance. It signified to Yaakov that even during the long, extended period of exile G–d would be “standing above him.” The suffering he (and his descendants) would go through would be personally overseen by G–d, which implies that there would be a plan and purpose to it; it would not be meaningless. This is the greatest consolation for suffering — in fact, the only consolation which truly matters.

Yaakov’s “I”

While dreaming, Yaakov had been a passive recipient of his vision. So, too, the exile of the Jewish People will proceed according to a plan. Individual Jews will, of course, always have free will to react to the conditions of exile in a good way or a bad way, but the people as a whole will be destined to go through certain experiences. This is the significance of Yaakov beholding the exiles while asleep. Just as in sleep one is a passive observer, so, too, the experience of exile will be unavoidable for the Jews. It is a vital part of the Jewish maturation.

Then, however, the verse tells us:

And Yaakov awoke from his sleep.

Exile is compared to spiritual sleep. The spirit is in narrow straits, estranged from the familiarity of home, and alienated. Yaakov awakening from his sleep is symbolic of the messianic redemption, the full blossoming of Yaakov’s spirit, the Jewish spirit, at the End of Days. What exactly is the nature of this awakening? I like to explain it with an idea which may sound strange at first, namely that “the face of Yaakov is engraved on the Throne of Glory.”58

When a king sits on his throne he is administering the affairs of his kingdom. People of the kingdom have no access to the king when he is absent from his throne. The “Throne of Glory” is a reference, therefore, to the way G–d interacts with His kingdom: the world. When He sits on it He is particularly receptive to our prayers, our teshuva, etc. He is interacting with the world.

The statement that Yaakov’s face is engraved on the Throne of Glory means that Yaakov has a higher self which exists in a unique relationship to G–d. This is perhaps the greatest statement testifying to the Jew’s special relationship with his Maker. It was this special relationship which Yaakov was about to acknowledge.

And he [Yaakov] said, “Surely, Hashem is in this place and I [anochi] — I knew it not.”

The extra word anochi, “I,” foreshadows the most famous anochi in the Torah, the opening line of the Ten Commandments:

I [anochi] am Hashem, your G–d, who took you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. (Exodus 20:2)

When Yaakov said, “Surely, Hashem is in this place and I [anochi] — I knew it not,” he was alluding to the wonderment over the fact that his “I,” his anochi, was engraved on the Throne of Glory. Thus, the verse can be read: “Surely, Hashem and I [anochi, my “I”] are in this place [i.e. the Throne of Glory]. . .” When he added, “I knew it not [lo yodoti],” it was as if he was saying, “My anochi, this higher self — I knew it not,” i.e. I was not aware of this higher self within me which is engraved on the Throne of Glory and so uniquely attached to Hashem. The greater message Yaakov learned, therefore, was the importance of acknowledging his “anochi,” his heavenly self engraved on the Throne of Glory.

In my opinion, this is the great test of exile — of the test we are still confronted with today, perhaps more than ever before. We know G–d exists: He performed miracles in Egypt and revealed Himself on Mount Sinai. What we yet need to realize is that we — an enormously great collective “we” — exist. We, the descendants of Yaakov, whose face is engraved on the Throne of Glory, were singled out to be associated with G–d at the highest level. We must recognize our own greatness.

The revelation of G–d’s “anochi” at Sinai was His act. The crowning experience of Mashiach’s generation will be the revelation of the Jewish People’s “anochi” We will truly know that to be a Jew means being a human being with a special place and responsibility in the world. It will not be a false pride or secular arrogance. It will be a true understanding of our spiritual roots. We will no longer be embarrassed, fearful, or self-hating. We will discover our true self, our anochi, which is engraved on the Throne of Glory.


CHAPTER 12

Rachel And Leah

• Cornerstones Of The Jewish People. Turn From Evil and Do Good. Seven Years, 7,000 Years. Prayer. Holy Thoughts. The Birth Of Dina.

Then Yaakov lifted his feet and went toward the land of the people of the east. And he looked, and behold — a well in the field! . . . and a great stone was upon the mouth of the well . . . And behold, Rachel . . . [was] coming with the sheep . . . . And it was, when Yaakov saw Rachel, daughter of Lavan his mother’s brother, and the sheep of Lavan his mother’s brother, Yaakov came forward and rolled the stone off the mouth of the well and watered the sheep of Lavan his mother’s brother. (Genesis 29:1-2,7,10)

Interestingly, this is not the first time the Torah connects the match-making between a forefather and foremother with a well. Rivka, too, encountered the agent of her future husband at a well.

What does the well symbolize? “. . . And the spirit of G–d hovered over the waters.” Waters, in their original state on earth, still have the “spirit of G–d, so to speak, hovering above them. (See Volume 1, Chapter 4.) Original waters are like ambassadors of heaven here on the earth. A well, then, is a symbol of G-dliness. G–d is an ever-replenishing fountain from which living waters flow. We, who reside in the temporal world, need to constantly refresh ourselves from this eternal Well of Living Waters.

The reason the Torah informs us that our forefathers found their wives near wells is that on a deeper level, they were looking to draw forth pure and holy souls from the Well of Living Waters. The general rule is that the deeper the well the purer the waters. Our forefathers wanted to tap into the purest and deepest souls for the foundation of the Jewish People.

Now, the well that Yaakov came to had a rock over it. The rock is symbolic of the yetzer hara, the evil inclination. (“. . . and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh . . . .”59) The yetzer hara’s mission is to make our soft, sensitive heart into hardened stone. Every transgression adds a layer of rock and sediment on our hearts. If we do not improve and do teshuva the heart gets harder and harder till we become almost totally numb to spiritual longings. And how often, unfortunately, do we see this. Intellectually a person can know right from wrong, and spiritual from unspiritual, but if his heart is insensitive his knowledge will not help him. He does not feel. It is very difficult to penetrate his hardened rock of a heart.

Nevertheless, in the depth of every heart is a “well of living waters.” At the depth of each of our beings is a holy soul. Our goal is to draw forth the soul like we would draw forth water from a well. Sometimes to do so we first have to drill a hole and dig very deeply till we strike water.

And all the flocks were gathered there. (29:3)

When it seems hard to remove the stone (the yetzer hard), the first thing a person should do is seek a “flock” who gather around a well. The flock is a group of people immersed in Torah. (Torah is compared to water.) The message is that there is value in simply joining a group immersed in an environment permeated with Torah. That, in itself, is valuable, independent of the actual substance you pick up from your association with such people.

Sometimes, even association with the right people is not enough, though. Since G–d cares for each sheep in His flock, when He knows that the person is not capable of doing it on his own He sends him some type of heavenly aid to start him back on the right path. Such aid may come in the form of a tragedy or a type of powerful awakening which stirs his soul. However it comes about, his life situation almost forces him to become reflective. And that is the goal, that is what it means to have an unhardened heart: sober reflectivity and receptivity to change. Sometimes all a person needs is a beginning and then everything else falls into place.

And it was when Yaakov saw Rachel, daughter of Lavan his mother’s brother, and the sheep of Lavan his mother’s brother, Yaakov came forward and rolled the stone off the mouth of the well and watered the sheep . . .

Immediately, when Yaakov saw his match-made-in-heaven, he found this superhuman strength and single-handedly rolled the stone off the mouth of the well. When a person, no matter how hardened his heart is, suddenly becomes awakened by the beauty of Torah he finds superhuman strength to overcome his spiritual obstacles. This power is something bequeathed to the descendants of Yaakov because the very souls of the tribes of Israel were acquired in this way. Therefore, all of us have the power, at any time, to find the superhuman strength Yaakov found and discover the wherewithal to roll off the stone that clogs our heart and draw forth life-giving waters from the deep well beneath.

Turn From Evil and Do Good

And Lavan had two daughters. The name of the older was Leah and the name of the younger was Rachel. Leah’s eyes were weak, and Rachel was beautiful and of good appearance. (Genesis 29:16-17)

Our Sages tell us that Leah was originally destined to marry Esav. (Just as Esav was the elder of Yitzchak’s sons, Leah was the elder of Lavan’s daughters.) To understand her properly we must understand Esav.

Esav was a born hunter, characterized by an animalistic materialism which was deeply embedded in his psyche. Still, greatness was expected of him. There is a greatness that expresses itself not so much in the positive but in avoiding the negative. Imagine someone born into a family of the Mafia. From the beginning he is surrounded by the most infamous gangsters, thieves, and murderers. Nevertheless, he grows up to be a normal law-abiding citizen. We would call such a person great. In actuality, of course, it is not that he is intrinsically great. He is average. His greatness is that he did not become a gangster, thief, or murderer. His normality is great considering where he came from.

Esav was born with enormous impediments to holiness, a strong inclination to materialism, and powerful lusts. The main thrust of his service in this world was to distance himself from evil. This is characterized by the verse: “Turn from evil, and do good.”60 Esav’s task is captured in the first half, “Turn from evil.” If he could just turn from evil he would be considered great.

Yaakov, on the other hand, epitomized the second half of the verse, “. . . do good.” From the beginning he was a man content to “sit in tents,” and absorb holiness all day. This is not merely avoiding the negative, but engaging in the positive.

Esav’s higher calling was to involve himself in the mundane world, reap its benefits, and share his spoils with his brother to enable Yaakov to grow spiritually without distraction. To accomplish this task he needed a wife specially geared to help him. This was Leah. Esav, therefore, in the original scheme, was expected to help Yaakov.

The temptations of the material world were too great for Esav, though. They overwhelmed him to the point where he became corrupt and devoid of good. This is why Leah’s eyes were weak (i.e. somehow unappealing): she had been crying continually over the prospect of marrying Esav, as our Sages tell us.61

Seven Years, 7,000 Years

Yaakov loved Rachel and said [to Lavan], “I will serve you seven years for Rachel, the younger daughter.” (Genesis 29:18)

What is the deeper significance of working for Rachel seven years. Our Sages tell us that this world was created for 6,000 years, while the seven thousandth year will constitute the beginning of the World To Come.62 This echoes the creation, which took place in six days and was followed on the seventh by the Sabbath. Six thus represents this world, while seven is the World To Come.

“For six days you shall work and on the seventh you shall rest.” What is the nature of our work in this world? The unique characteristic of this world, as opposed to the World To Come, is that this world has evil in it. The primary nature of our task in this world, then, is extracting the evil that inheres to the good, i.e. “Turning from evil.”

This is expressed, for example, in the forbidden Sabbath labor called borer, “selecting.” Halachically, this means that on Shabbos we cannot “select” the bad from the good. “Selecting” is only allowed during the six days of the week. Metaphorically, this means that borer, “selecting” the bad from the good, is something we are allowed and even expected to do during the 6,000 year period of history we currently live in. Our main focus now is to select out the evil from the good, i.e. to “Turn from evil.” In the seven thousandth year, however, the nature of life will change. In the World To Come there will be no more evil. There will be no borer.

Esav was not born evil, as we said. He had free will. In the original scheme his task entailed involving himself with the material world, rising above it, and procuring the good for Yaakov to use in the service of G–d. When Esav became unworthy his mission was transferred to Yaakov. That is the significance of acquiring Esav’s “first born rights.” Yaakov, now, in addition to his own mission, had to do the task which Esav should have done: being immersed in evil and extracting the good from it. For that task he needed to marry Leah, who was originally destined as Esav’s mate.

Yaakov, therefore, had to marry two wives, Rachel and Leah. Rachel represented the service to G–d characterized by the World To Come (“Do good”); and Leah, by the service of this world (“Turn from evil”). Yaakov’s reluctance to marry Leah was, on a deeper level, actually a reluctance to take on the extra mission of Esav.

This is intimated in his statement that he would work for Rachel for seven years. When Yaakov stated he would work seven years for Rachel, he was saying he wanted to do the service of the 7,000th year, i.e. the service of the World To Come: “Do good.” He did not want to get his hands dirty, so to speak, with Esav’s failed mission (“Turn from evil”), the service of This World, which parallel the six days of the week. He wanted to marry Rachel and live in an Olam Haba state (a World-To-Come state) right away.

This was a mistake. True, his destined mate was Rachel; his ideal way of serving God was to be holy all day (i.e. “Do good”) and never be bothered with staving off the challenges of the mundane world (“turn from evil”). However, he failed to realize (or accept) that it was no longer possible now due to Esav’s failure. You cannot jump to the state of the world in the seven thousandth year without first going through the prior 6,000 years. He could not marry Rachel without first marrying Leah. He had to wear two hats, so to speak: the “Turn from evil” hat and the “Do good” hat.

Prayer

And Hashem saw that Leah was hated;63 and He opened her womb, but Rachel was barren. (Genesis 29:31)

The general rule is that G–d compensates for G–d-given deficiencies. If Esav is born with a very difficult character he is nevertheless born into the house of Yitzchak, a holy man, who shows him special love. If Yaakov is born with a strong inclination to holiness he nevertheless has to grow up with the challenge of living with Esav. Everything is balanced. Thus, if Leah is the less-loved of two wives then her prayers are answered more readily. She has children right away.

G–d gives each of us the tools we need to grow. Leah’s growth came about by G–d answering her prayers. Rachel, on the other hand, was the more beloved wife. Had she had her prayers answered readily she might have come to conceit or spiritual complacency. What did she need to grow? Hardship and unanswered prayers. Her greatness became her ability to maintain her faith and gratitude toward G–d despite deprivation.

Relating it to our own lives, sometimes we find ourselves in a position like Leah and other times like Rachel. Sometimes it seems as if everything goes our way. We pray and Hashem answers us immediately. Miracles happen. At other times nothing goes our way. It seems as if Hashem has withdrawn Himself. The test, generally, is that we have to accept Him regardless of the lack of reward.

Virtually everyone has problems, be it in money, marriage, family, etc. G–d seems not to respond to our prayers. Sometimes one has to pray and work hard to correct a bad situation just as Leah prayed to overturn the decree that she marry Esav. At other times, however, the test of faith is the willingness to say, “Hashem, I accept You, even if I do not have my prayers answered.” This is the quality of Rachel: perseverance even in the absence of manifest reward.

Leah and Rachel, therefore, represent two forms of prayer. For Leah prayer is a means toward an end. She prays to achieve an immediate result: for example, to tear up the decree to marry Esav, to bear children, etc. For Rachel prayer is an end unto itself. G–d withholds reward because He desires the prayers of the righteous. G–d desired Rachel’s prayer for itself and therefore did not outwardly respond to it readily.

This is illustrated by the Sages in an interesting way. There were two primary weapons in the ancient world: the sword and the arrow. (“. . . that I took from the hands of the Emori with my sword and arrow.”64)The Sages compare these weapons to prayer. Engaging the enemy with a sword requires the highest level of vigilance and skill in an immediate life-or-death context. The outcome is instantaneous: the enemy is felled. This is the prayer of Leah.

Rachel’s prayer is compared to a bow and arrow. An arrow hits its mark some distance away. The marksman may not even know if his arrow was a direct hit or not. So, too, Rachel does not know or see the immediate result of her prayers. Moreover, the more tension in the bow — the more it is stretched back — the greater the flight of the arrow. So, too, the more stretched and pained a Rachel feels the greater the flight of her prayers.

This is why Rachel’s prayer is so special. “Rachel is crying over her children,”65 the prophet tells us. This was said in reference to the Jewish exiles who were led past Rachel’s burial spot on their way to slavery in Babylon. Rachel’s prayers had the most far-reaching effects, and not just for herself but for others.

I heard a story in this context from Rav Hillel Slesinger who was in Palestine by Rachel’s burial spot in the early 1940s. A group of secular kibbutzniks approached. One of the women, apparently a recent refugee from Hitler’s Germany, began praying. She prayed loud enough in her native German for Rav Hillel to overhear. This completely assimilated woman, who did not even know Hebrew, prayed: “Mother Rachel, you know the pain of not having children . . . and you are the one who can feel my pain from all these years of being childless. Only you can help me. Pray for me.” The prayer was so genuine, Rav Hillel thought, that he was convinced it would eventually be answered. A year later, he called up the kibbutz to find out if anything had happened to the woman. Indeed, they informed him, she had given birth. Rachel’s supplications traveled 3,000 years to a non-religious woman!

The Sforno writes that sometimes we pray for something with all our might and there is no divine response. The reason may be because the bow is still not fully stretched back. “From the depths I call out to You.” G–d wants the heart. The deeper the depth from which we call the greater the prayer.

Often I speak to childless couples. Sadly, most of us are insensitive to the type of pain they go through. For instance, we may casually and innocently ask, “How long have you been married?” Or we talk animatedly about our children, their birthdays, bar-mitzvahs, weddings, etc. We do not ask ourselves, “Perhaps this person or someone listening is childless for ten or fifteen years and her heart is bleeding.” For this reason many childless people shy away from weddings and similar events.

“Go,” I will often tell them. “Don’t worry about getting hurt. The more you hurt the more you will cry out from the depth of your heart.”

This, the Sfomo explains, is why Rachel tells Yaakov to “Come to my handmaiden [Bilhah] so she will give birth on my knees . . . .” I will become envious when I see her giving birth, she was saying. From this sharpened pain, consequently, “I, too, will build from her,” which means that now my prayer will be able to reach the Throne of Glory. This is the bow which is stretched to the breaking point. The arrow released from that bow can penetrate the highest heavens. A Rachel desires to be in touch with her pain, not for the pain’s sake of course, but because she knows how to use it in the most productive way.

Holy Thoughts

Sof maaseh b’machshava techila, “Last in action, first in thought.” This means that the final outcome is usually the result of the first thought. On his wedding night Yaakov thought he was marrying Rachel. As a holy man, of course, his thoughts were not on mundane matters. (The proof is that it was not until the next day that he first realized he had been with Leah, not Rachel.) Yaakov’s love for Rachel was much more than skin deep. And on the day of his wedding he transmuted his profound love for Rachel into the loftiest and purest prayers, concentrating on bringing down the holiest soul into the world through his union with her.

In actuality, of course, it turned out that he was together with Leah that first night, not Rachel. His thoughts were not for naught, however. Even though the physical issue of that first night was Reuven, Leah’s first born, the ultimate first-born son (sof maaseh) was Yosef. In the world of action Reuven issued first. In the realm of thought, though, Yosef was Yaakov’s “first thought.” He was the one Yaakov was thinking about that first night. And that is why he was not born till the end (sof maaseh).

A similar situation occurred with the birth of Yissachar.

Reuven went out in the days of the wheat harvest, found dudaim [a fragrant plant66], and brought them to his mother Leah. Rachel said to Leah, “Give me, please, your son’s dudaim.”

She said to her, “Is it a small matter that you took my husband? Now you want my son’s dudaim as well?”

Rachel said, “So be it. Be with him tonight in exchange for your son’s dudaim.”

And Yaakov came from the field in the evening . . . and he was with her [Leah] that night. (Genesis 30:14-16)

Yaakov anticipated coming home that evening and being together with Rachel. Again, his thoughts were of the loftiest variety. He wanted to have a child with Rachel for the holiest reasons: bringing a Yosef into the world. His love for Rachel inflamed his prayers and meditations with an extraordinary potency. Once again, though, a switch occurred. Yaakov came home and found out he would be with Leah that night.

What is the idea behind these switches? The answer is to show that the tribes are intertwined on the deepest levels. The quality of Leah penetrates into Rachel, and Rachel penetrates into Leah.

Yaakov came from the field that evening expecting to be with Rachel, but ended up with Leah who became pregnant and gave birth to Yissachar. Yissachar, as we know, is the tribe dedicated to Torah, and Torah is the great unifier of the Jewish People. Even though Yissachar was physically Leah’s offspring he was Rachel’s spiritually. He was a joint venture between Rachel and Leah.

How so? Rachel needed the dudaim, which were a stimulant for pregnancy. Leah needed Yaakov’s physical companionship. Each had something the other needed. Their willingness to exchange demonstrated that they could overcome natural competitiveness67 and learn to complement each other. This is the beauty of the Jewish People, who have the ability to overcome their legitimate self-interests for the betterment of the whole.

Interestingly, Yissachar is spelled with two shins, and should be pronounced Yissasschar. We, however, pronounce it Yissachar, as if it had only one shin. The idea behind this is very deep. Yissachar is a single human being. Yet, he comes from two sources. He is the combination of Rachel and Leah. That is why his name has two shins.

Self-interests are not vain. “If I am not for myself,” Hillel taught, “who will be?” Moreover, our Sages tell us of a concept called, “Arguments for the sake of heaven.” A person who has self-interest is not wrong for pursuing them. And one who feels his position is right while the other person’s position is wrong is not necessarily wrong for expressing his criticisms. Yet, it is easy to deceive oneself and use self-interest as an excuse for selfishness or to exploit the pursuit of heavenly truth as an excuse for pettiness and egotism. How can you know that your motivations are truly “for the sake of heaven”? When you can be like Rachel and Leah and give your competitor exactly what she needs despite the fact that it seems to diminish your own position.

The Birth of Dina

Afterwards [after Leah gave birth to Zevulun] she [Leah] gave birth to a daughter and called her name Dina. And G–d remembered Rachel; and G–d listened to her, opened her womb, and she conceived and bore a son. (Genesis 30: 21-23)

The verses seem to connect the birth of Dina to the long-awaited pregnancy of Rachel. The Sages explain the connection.68 Leah had already given birth to six boys, while the handmaidens, Bilhah and Zilpah, each had given birth to two, making a total of ten. Since there would only be twelve tribes, if Dina turned out to be a male Rachel could not have given birth to more than one of the tribes. Leah said to herself, “If the child is male then Rachel will not even be equal to one of the handmaidens.” She therefore prayed that the child in her womb, which indeed was male, be changed into a female.

Our Sages teach us a principle that one who prays for his friend will have his prayers answered.69 As we explained before, Leah was graced with the ability to have her prayers answered immediately. And this is why Rachel gave birth now, right after the birth of Dina. Suddenly, Leah truly felt her sister’s pain and turned her prayers toward her. Thus, the words “G–d listened to her,” which on the simple level mean G–d listened to Rachel, can be interpreted to mean, “G–d listened to” Leah! He listened to her prayers and that is why Rachel’s “womb was opened and she conceived.”

Leah’s prayer for her sister was a genuinely altruistic act. She was forfeiting the opportunity to found another of the twelve tribes, which she so desperately desired. She nevertheless selflessly turned her prayers toward her sister.

The Torah teaches us this information to enlighten us as to the type of people upon whom the foundation of the Jewish People rests. They were human beings who had their own self-interests, but who were nevertheless able to rise above them because deep down they were truly divine people reaching for a divine ideal. The seeds of unity were planted in the collective Jewish psyche even as the physical people were forming into twelve distinct tribes. Yaakov’s twelve stones turn into one.


VaYishlach
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• Jewish-Gentile Relations. Dina, Defilement, and the Daughters of the Land. The Home Front.

And Yaakov sent messengers ahead to Esav, his brother . . . . And the messengers returned to Yaakov saying, “We came to your brother, to Esav. He, too, is coming toward you — with four hundred [armed] men!” (Genesis 32:4,7)

The Sages tell us that Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi would recite this section (VaYishlach) before traveling to Rome to plead for Jewish causes.70 He saw Yaakov’s encounter with Esav as a paradigm for how Jews should deal with potentially hostile, Gentile authorities. As Ramban points out, Yaakov prepared himself for this encounter in three ways: prayer, gifts [i.e. appeasement], war. He was prepared to fight, but only as a last resort. If necessary he would even humble himself before his brother rather than engage in battle.

When Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi was at the negotiating table with the Romans it would have been easy for him to lambaste them for their infamously cruel treatment of the Jews. It would have been natural for him to let a sharp remark slip from his lips. Reminding himself of Yaakov’s attitude toward Esav, however, impressed upon him that he could not afford to speak his mind. He had to act like Yaakov, who dismissed a cavalier approach in dealing with Esav. Yaakov did not come as a crusader on a holy war invoking the might of G–d and the right of his people. Rather he took a subtle approach. He spoke humbly. He sent drove after drove of gifts. He bowed to the ground seven times.

The result was: “. . . Esav ran to greet him, embraced him, fell on his neck, and kissed him.” War was averted, lives were saved, children would continue their ways undisturbed.

At the same time that Yaakov restored a measure of peace between himself and his brother he was very careful not to open himself and his family to the influence of Esav and his entourage.

And he [Esav] said [to Yaakov]: “Let us journey and go [together] and I will go before you.”

And he [Yaakov] replied: “My lord knows that the children are tender, the nursing herds and flocks are a strain for me . . . I [by myself] will proceed ahead slowly . . .” (Genesis 33:11-14)

In other words, Yaakov diplomatically spumed Esav’s offer to intermingle. Peace attained, he knew that close friendship would result in exposure to Esav’s undesirable ways. And he wanted to avoid that at all costs.

World Jewry in the days of Napoleon was faced with a parallel dilemma. When France invaded Russia in the nineteenth century the Jews in Russia were in a quandary. They suffered terrible persecution under the Czars, especially under Czar Nicholas who ruled Russia at that time. Napoleon would emancipate the Jews and give them entry into Western culture should he defeat the Czar. The Jewish leaders of that time were split, however. Which side should they take? Reb Mendel of Rimonov argued for Napoleon while Reb Shneur Zalman of Liadi (the Baal HaTanya) argued for the Czar.

Reb Mendel of Rimonov argued that the Jews had suffered enough. Whatever spiritual dangers Napoleon’s democracy might entail would not be worse than the conditions of living under the Czar. Reb Shneur Zalman argued that the suffering which would come upon Jews because of “freedom” would be even worse.

When great people argue we can apply the Talmudic maxim: Both the words of this one and that one are true.71 On one hand, it has been argued that Reb Shneur Zalman was right. After all, the democracy of the Westernized European countries led to such assimilation that more Jews disappeared through cultural oblivion than were lost as a result of all the cruelty and brutality of the worst Czars. In addition, spiritual obliteration did not prevent ultimate physical annihilation as well: it was in Westernized Germany where Hitler rose.

On the other hand, Reb Mendel of Rimonov had a point. The post-Holocaust Jewish world is experiencing a rejuvenation. The Baal Teshuva Movement began in the West, and only afterward filtered to the East. True, freedom in excess, without responsibility and consciousness of Jewish ideals, is destructive. Mashiach, though, will not brutally impose the Torah on us. We will come to it on our own using freedom to our advantage. Clearly, there was truth to both the positions of Reb Mendel of Rimonov and Reb Shneur Zalman of Liadi.

Dina, Defilement, and the Daughters of the Land

A little later the Torah records another situation with application for Jews and their relationships with Gentiles.

Now Dina, the daughter of Leah, whom she had borne to Yaakov, went out to observe the daughters of the land. Shechem, son of Chamor the Hivite, prince of the region, saw her, took her, lay with her, and violated her. (Genesis 34:1-2)

Our Sages tell us that Dina is referred to here as the “daughter of Leah” in order to intimate that Dina’s actions were comparable to Leah’s. Just as Leah “went out” to meet Yaakov (30:16), the underlying cause of the sad incident with Dina is that she “went out” to observe the daughters of the land.72 At first glance, it is hard to fathom the comparison. Leah’s “going out” was motivated by purely good intentions and indeed constituted a mitzvah. Plus, the result of her “going out” was the pregnancy of Yissachar. Dina’s intention, to “go out to observe the daughters of the land,” is ambiguous at best.

In truth, the deeper intent of the Sages is to indicate that the soul of Dina was rooted in the soul of Leah. They were of the same make. Leah was originally the mate of Esav, a “man of the fields,” i.e. a person geared to operate in the outside world, as we explained previously. Dina, like Leah, had a certain inclination and ability to “go out” and succeed in the greater world.

This is a potentially advantageous character trait. Every army, for instance, has its offensive units and defensive units. Leah represents the “offensive units” of the Jewish People whose job is to “go out” (in comparison to Rachel who represents the “defensive units” whose specialty is the “home front”). Of course, this is not to deny that, generally, the traditional role of the Jewish woman is concerned with the “home front” while the prime arena of operations for the Jewish man entails succeeding in the “outside” world. The point here is that if you are a Jew who has a Leah/Dina-like nature your “going out” can result in good or bad depending upon your motivations.

Throughout our history many Jews have operated successfully in the Gentile society, be it in the field of economics, politics, medicine, etc. This activity is not innately antithetical to the Torah outlook. To the contrary, it would seem to be necessary if we hope to fulfill our mission of being a “light unto the nations” and “establishing the world under the kingship of G–d.”73 Dina’s desire to “go out” was not inherently wrong. What was wrong was the way she went about it.

In examining her motivation the first lesson we learn is that a Jew should not “go out” unless there is a clear, valid reason. Even a Dina, whose root nature, like her mother’s, is to “go out,” should not seek involvement in the Gentile world unless she can sincerely justify it. Simply to “observe” how the Gentile lives is not a good enough reason. Curiosity for its own sake is not sufficient. Leah, by contrast, could claim that her “going out” was to perform a mitzvah (making a deal with Rachel to gain an additional child). Similarly, it is a mitzvah when a woman today goes to work to support a larger family. This then is one difference between a “going out” that is positive versus a “going out” which is negative.

Dina’s failure was compounded by another factor: she apparently “went out to observe the daughters of the land” without consulting anyone. Similarly, Yaakov castigates Shimon and Levi (Genesis 34:30) for not consulting him how to deal with the perpetrators of the crime against Dina. We learn from this that a Jew should not take matters into his or her own hands. Sages and advisors must be consulted. This is especially true when it comes to questions which will bring a Jew into the sphere of the Gentile. The path is so fraught with danger and subtleties that any action in this arena without first hearing the opinion of a legitimate Torah perspective — even if the action is well-intentioned and seemingly benign — can easily end up in disastrous results.

In summary, a Jew needs at least two things to ensure success in the Gentile world: justification and confirmation (i.e. a clear, proper justification, and confirmation from a Torah authority that the endeavor is well-founded).

The Home Front

On a slightly different note, there is an additional lesson we can glean from the Dina incident. The Maggid of Mezeritch once asked his disciples for their opinion why Mashiach had not yet come. One of them answered that the Jewish People were not kodoshim, i.e. living a holy life. Another disciple said that the reason was because people talked in shul during davening; they did not have proper respect for their places of worship.

The Maggid answered that both responses were true and in fact were alluded to in the Targum Yonason on the verse, “Should he [Chamor] treat our sister like a harlot?” (34:31) Targum Yonason translates: “It is not appropriate that in our shuls and synagogues things like harlotry should be spoken about.” In other words, it is a sin to speak in shul during davening even if the subject is essentially harmless. The sin is compounded, however, should that talk be about subjects which are totally inappropriate, subjects which one finds in gossip columns and sensationalist newspapers. This type of talk should be repulsive to a Jew wherever he is, but especially in shul. This really prevents Mashiach from coming.

A Jew today must realize that he lives amongst the Gentiles. He is on foreign territory. His only hope of maintaining his Jewish identity is by fortifying his home and place of worship. It is one thing if that identity suffers when he, of necessity, has to operate in the environment of the Gentile. It is an entirely different matter, however, when the home front becomes intermingled with foreign influences. Then he has no one to blame for his troubles other than himself.
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He [Yaakov] arose in the night, took his two wives, two handmaidens, and eleven sons and crossed the Yabok stream. And he took them and sent them across the river; then he sent over his possessions. And Yaakov was left alone . . . (Genesis 32:23-35)

And Yaakov was left alone — he forgot some small jars and returned to retrieve them. (Rashi based on Chullin 91a)

The pattern is woefully predictable: Jews find themselves exiled to a foreign land. The host country welcomes them at first, gives them freedom, and allows them to develop. This brings numerous benefits and enormous wealth to both Jew and Gentile alike. Jews then rise in all strata of Gentile society, becoming the leading merchants, ministers, aristocrats, etc. This makes the Gentile uncomfortable and anti-Semitism begins to rear its ugly head.

Wealth is a two-edged sword. On one hand, it has enabled the Jew to succeed and even thrive in foreign lands. On the other hand, it has led directly to our ultimate downfall. What defines whether wealth will be our ally or our enemy? One answer is embedded in the differing attitudes Yaakov and Esav displayed toward wealth: Yaakov viewed money as a means toward a spiritual end, while Esav viewed it as an end unto itself.

Someone who values money for itself tends to think only in terms of large amounts. The bigger the amount the better. Someone, on the other hand, who views money as a means to a spiritual end cares just as much about a dollar as a million dollars. In spiritual terms a person who steals a dollar has transgressed the commandment of “Thou shalt not steal” just as much as if he stole a million dollars.

The difference between a Yaakov and an Esav is the way they view money. Yaakov viewed money as a means to a spiritual end while Esav viewed it as an end in itself. This is why Yaakov went to retrieve the “small jars.” He had just given away the equivalent of perhaps a million dollars worth of livestock and gifts to Esav. It is strange, therefore, that suddenly he showed concern over a few jars. He even endangered his life crossing the river by himself at night for those jars. From this incident our Sages derive a principle: “To the righteous, their money is more beloved than their bodies.”74

This may seem strange until we realize that the righteous are intensely sensitive to the reality that everything which comes into their possession does not come to them by coincidence. They are highly attuned to the hashgacha, the divine providence, down to the most minute detail. If G–d gave me a dime,” they think to themselves, it must be for me to use it in some specific way. I have to discern exactly how He intends me to use it.”

If G–d tells you to give away a million dollars you give it just as easily as you would give a dime. If He does not tell you to give away your money you are just as cautious with a dime as much as you would be with a million dollars. By retrieving the small jars Yaakov proved that to him money was an expression of G–d’s providence; it was therefore a means to spirituality, not an end to itself. That is why they were so precious to him.

Esav Concurs

And Yaakov was left alone, and he wrestled there with a man [i.e. an angel] until the break of day . . . And he [the angel] said, “Let me go, for the dawn breaks.”

And he said, “I will not let you go until you bless me.”

And he said, “What is your name?”

And he said, “Yaakov.”

And he said, “No longer will you be called Yaakov, but Yisrael — for you have contended with divine beings and human beings and have prevailed.” (Genesis 32:25-29)

The angel, the Sages tell us, was the angel of Esav.75 This is especially significant in light of the fact that the angel concedes that “No longer will you be called Yaakov.” As you recall, after Esav first learned that Yaakov had “stolen” his blessings he declared, “Is this not why he is called Yaakov: that he ‘tricked me’ [yaakvani, similar to Yaakov] these two times.” After the wrestling match, however, the angel of Esav had to admit that the negative intimation to Yaakov’s name was unwarranted. “No longer will you be called Yaakov” implied to say: No longer are you Yaakov, that crook who stole the blessings — “but Yisrael, for you have contended with divine beings and . . . prevailed,” i.e. you have proven that your actions are leshaim shamayim, for divine ends.

Thus, only after Yaakov proved that he treated money as a means to a spiritual end (by returning for the “small jars”) did he encounter and wrestle the angel. When the angel of Esav said, “No longer will you be called Yaakov,” it was as if Esav was admitting that Yaakov truly was the one who deserved Yitzchak’s blessings (which were specifically for material well-being) because he, not Esav, genuinely viewed material objects as a means for divine purposes.76

This also explains why Esav did not challenge Yaakov until now. After all, he knew Yaakov had been staying by Lavan. Why then did Esav choose to attack Yaakov only now, after he had just left Lavan’s house? Why not beforehand? The answer is that until now Esav was confident that Yaakov was unworthy of the blessings, which were conditional. While immersed in the house of Lavan Yaakov could not avoid becoming tainted by the desire to acquire material wealth for material gain. Now, however, when Yaakov endangered himself for the small jars, in essence proving that for him money was spiritual not material, he was a real threat to Esav. Thus, specifically now Esav came to fight him.

Verbal Wrestling

And he [Esav] asked [Yaakov], “For whom is the entire entourage meant?”

And he answered, “To gain favor in my lord’s eyes.”

And he replied, “Brother, I have a lot. Keep whatever is yours.” (Genesis 33:8-9)

After the long night of wrestling the angel of Esav Yaakov finally encountered his brother in the flesh. As we explained previously, he was successful in appeasing Esav and restoring a measure of peace between them. Beneath the congenial exchange, however, a subtle “wrestling match” of words was taking place.

The foremost issue between the two brothers was Yaakov’s supposed “theft” of the blessings. Through sending the “entourage” of gifts Yaakov was in essence saying that he wanted Esav to accept the gifts as compensation for the blessings.

Esav, however, said, “Brother . . . keep whatever is yours.” Our Sages characterize Esav as a man possessing the epitome of materialist values. It is hard to imagine him passing up an offer of enormous wealth. In actuality, then, he did not necessarily decline Yaakov’s gifts because he was so magnanimous, but rather because deep down a part of him was reluctant to give Yaakov the satisfaction of accepting the gifts as compensation.

Yaakov responded, “No, I beg of you! If I have found favor in your eyes accept my gift. Seeing your face is like seeing the face of G–d. . .” (33:10). Yaakov insisted Esav take the gifts because he wanted the issue of the blessings settled once and for all. Esav’s verbal assurance was not enough. To Yaakov’s mind Esav had to actually accept the gifts in order for him to be appeased.

Moreover, Yaakov was not lying when he said, “Seeing your face is like seeing the face of G–d.” First, the previous night he had wrestled with the spiritual being representing Esav. Second, Yaakov saw his lifetime of strife with his brother coming to a climax; he sensed he was on the verge of a monumental breakthrough. Esav was about to accept his gifts and the whole ordeal with the stolen blessings would be behind them. This is why Yaakov could say that seeing Esav’s face was like seeing the face of G–d. When he finally saw the face of Esav showing signs of appeasement it was no exaggeration. G–d had manipulated events twenty years of working for Lavan, obtaining great wealth, now meeting up with Esav — for this moment. In Esav’s softening face Yaakov could see the hand of hashgacha (divine providence). He meant it from the depths of his heart when he said, “Seeing your face is like seeing the face of G–d . . .”

I Have Everything

“Please accept my gift which was brought to you, for G–d has favored me. Moreover, I have everything.” (33:11)

With this statement we can clearly see the difference between Yaakov’s and Esav’s orientation toward possessions. Esav said, “I have much [rav].” Yaakov said, “I have everything [kall].”

The material world is limited. In a limited world everything is relative. Some people have more and some have less. No one has everything. Esav was a materialist. That is why he said he had “much.” Relative to other people he did have “much.”

From a spiritual perspective, however, there is no such thing as “much” or “little.” Every thing, every object, every penny has a purpose. That is why Yaakov could say he had “everything.” Even his “small jars” could be used for some spiritual purpose. Everything he had was necessary, and each necessity was everything.

He [Yaakov] urged him [Esav], and he accepted. (33:11)

Yaakov insisted Esav accept the gifts because he knew their entire purpose was to appease Esav. The wealth was not for his (Yaakov’s) edification, for his status, for his pleasure. It was given to him by G–d to compensate Esav for the “stolen” blessings. Therefore, he was sincere in his insistence and it was this sincerity which finally convinced Esav to accept the gifts. Yaakov’s will prevailed just as it prevailed over the angel the night before.

Glatt Kosher Money

There is another insight to glean from the above incident pertaining to how the devoutly righteous treat their money. Just as we can always purify our character traits or religious fervor and devotion, so, too, can we always purify our possessions. True tzaddikim want only possessions that are completely free of even the slightest taint.

This can be illustrated by the powers with which G–d endowed Betzalel, the builder of the Mishkan (Tabernacle), who is described as a man capable of “discerning thoughts” (lachshov machshavos).77 On the simple level this means that he was a gifted architect; he knew how to translate the conceptual underpinnings of the “House of G–d” into tangible, material structures. In a deeper sense, though, our holy books explain, he was capable of “discerning motivations.” Betzalel intuited the purity of motive behind each donor’s donation.

This means as follows: Money can be acquired in different ways. It can be acquired in non-halachic ways, such as through theft. Money of this kind is more than tainted. It is contaminated. It can and should be acquired only in halachically acceptable ways. Even money acquired within proper halachic means, however, can be of several varieties. There is money which is acquired totally leshaim shamayim, i.e. through the purest of motives, and there is money which is acquired shelo leshaim shamayim, through less than perfect — yet acceptable — motives. For instance, there is nothing wrong per say with honest money acquired to gain status, to be honored, or for no particular reason at all. It is just not the same as money acquired which the clear intention to give tzedaka (“charity”), to build Torah institutions, to support Torah scholars, etc.

Betzalel’s genius was that he was able to discern which type of money was handed him. If it was gold and silver acquired with the holiest intentions he would recognize it as such and use it to make the holiest objects: the menorah, the ark, etc. Gold and silver associated with lesser standards were used for less exalted utensils and uses.

Yaakov was an eesh ernes, a man of truth. He wanted all his possessions to be of the highest and holiest type. And, indeed, everything he acquired from Lavan was acquired legally. Nevertheless, while what Yaakov did was technically legal he still had to manipulate nature in order for the sheep to be born with certain marks and thereby come into his possession. It was “kosher money,” but not up to the standards of absolute purity toward which Yaakov strove.

This not-absolutely-pure money was perfect to give to Esav, however. Yaakov was happy to rid himself of it because it was slightly tainted. In fact, Yaakov understood at the deepest level that the reason he had acquired it in the way he did was specifically to give it to Esav.

By the way, this can be very relevant to our day-to-day life. Sometimes unplanned situations arise where we have to pay money unexpectedly: a legal situation, an unforeseen income tax, a house or car repair. Or sometimes it is a medical problem. You come down with a mysterious illness and have to go from doctor to doctor. Finally, after numerous consultations they conclude that you were never sick to begin with. You are happy for the news but a few thousands dollars poorer for your happiness. And you ask yourself, “Why did I have to go through all that? What a waste of time and money!”

In reality, divine justice was at work. Those few thousand dollars perhaps did not originate from the purest of motivations. The money was possibly a taint amongst your otherwise kosher assets. Since G–d wants you to build a holy family, He did not want you to feed or educate your children with that money. Consequently, you had to lose it. And, as we know, G–d has many ways for us to lose our money.

Yaakov did not worship money. He understood it was given to him to use. Every penny had its purpose. This is what it means to view one’s money in spiritual terms. You despise money acquired in a dishonest way. At the same time, you continually strive to make all your honest money measure up to the highest standards of purity and intention. You cherish the pure money like you cherish your body. After all, both your money and your body are vehicles to serve G–d.

Mystical Allusions

So Esav returned that day on his way to Seir. And Yaakov journeyed to Sukkos, and built a house, and made shelters [sukkos] for his cattle. Therefore, the name of the place is called Sukkos. And Yaakov arrived whole at the city of Shechem. . . and acquired a piece of land. (Genesis 33:16-19)

After parting from Esav, Yaakov traveled to a place called Sukkos and made shelters, i.e. “sukkos” The Zohar offers a profound insight. It teaches that Yaakov’s encounter with the angel of Esav took place on the night of Yom Kippur (kol nidrei night). His meeting and dialogue with Esav took place the ensuing day which was Yom Kippur proper. And the statement that Yaakov arrived “whole” or “complete” in Shechem is a reference to neilah (the “closing” prayer), when the service of Yom Kippur is “complete.” Thus, when he “. . . journeyed to Sukkos . . . and made shelters [sukkos] . . .” it means he had just experienced a Yom Kippur and was now “journeying” to festival of Sukkos (which follows Yom Kippur).

The idea behind the festival of Sukkos is symbolized in the commandment to dwell in a sukkah. A sukkah is a temporary dwelling, as opposed to a “house” which is permanent. Consequently, the phrase “Yaakov . . . built a house and make sukkos,” means that Yaakov’s first priority was spiritual, to create a family. For that he built a “house.” However, regarding his possessions — “his cattle” — “he made sukkos” [i.e. temporary shelters]. To Yaakov it was absolutely clear that the material world was temporary. Thus, only after this did the Torah tell us that Yaakov “arrived whole.” He was as pure as if he had just gone through an entire Yom Kippur. He was complete and unblemished; free of all dross from a materialistic outlook.

Curiously, one of the first things he did in this state of absolute wholeness and purity was acquire a piece of land outside Shechem. This is not so curious, however, when we consider how much effort Yaakov expended in making sure that even his money measured up to the highest standards of purity. Yaakov had unloaded his slightly tainted money. Whatever remained was absolutely pure. This is why he desired to acquire land at this time. Anything one buys with pure money is sure to be an acquisition with permanence.

On a deeper level, the Torah tells us that Shechem is where Yaakov’s beloved son, Yosef, is buried. Shechem represents the lowest element; it is there that Dina is violated. Money, too, as the driving force of the material world, is a low element (at least in potential). Yaakov’s purchase of land outside Shechem represents the idea that he can elevate even the lowest level of the material world. And this, too, is why Yosef is destined to be buried there. Yosef, as the prime extension of his father, is the Jew who rises above all adversity and even comes to rule over the darkness of exile. If Shechem can be transformed into a receptacle of holiness, Yosef is the one specially endowed to affect that transformation.

VaYaishev


CHAPTER 15

Yosef And Yehuda

• The Sanzer Rav’s Sons. Yehuda. Yosef. Kingship. Summary.

Now, Israel loved Yosef more than all his sons, since he was a child of his old age. And he made him a fine woolen tunic. His brothers saw that it was he whom their father loved most of all the brothers, so they hated him. They could not speak to him peacefully.

Yosef dreamed a dream which he told to his brothers, and they hated him even more. He said to them, “Hear, if you please, this dream which I dreamed. Behold! — we were binding sheaves in the middle of the field when, behold, my sheaf arose and remained standing. Then, behold, your sheaves gathered around and bowed down to my sheaf.”

His brothers answered, “Would you then reign over us? Would you dominate us?” And they hated him even more . . . (Genesis 37:3-8)

The famed Sanzer Rav had many children, each one extremely different from the next. Two of his sons, more than the others, became great and famous Rebbes in their own right: the Shiniver Rav and Gorlitzer Rav. It would be hard to imagine two more diametrically opposite people. Indeed, the two clashed with each other throughout their lifetimes.

The Shiniver Rav, who was the more soft-spoken of the two, once tried to put their relationship in perspective. “In actuality,” he said to his brother, “we are the same. It’s just that we express ourselves in different ways. The thing we have in common is that we both love truth and hate falsehood. The difference is that I love the truth so much that if I find a little truth in a mountain of falsehood I tolerate the entire mountain. You, my brother, on the other hand, hate falsehood so much that if you find a little bit of it in a mountain of truth you discard the entire mountain.”

Yaakov was the forefather assigned the task of establishing the Jewish nation. A nation is made up of individuals, each of whom must contribute a unique and vital aspect to form a dynamic whole. It is not necessarily a bad sign, therefore, when individuals within a group contend with each other. It is natural and expected that they should express and defend their individual viewpoints because at the root each view is an important component of the whole.

Problems arise when one individual seems to be expressing his individuality in a way which is detrimental to the whole. This was the problem with Yosef. His dreams could be interpreted to indicate that he had a subconscious desire to dominate everyone else. Every group needs its leader, of course, but the brothers knew that Yehuda was meant to be theirs. Moreover, the brothers’ fears were only confirmed by the special garment Yaakov gave Yosef. Esav, too, had been the favored child of his father — and look what happened to him.

In retrospect we know Yosef ultimately vindicated himself. Yet, at the time, his actions must have appeared highly suspect. The question of how to deal with this seemingly upstart of a brother was an extremely confusing and bothersome one indeed.

The real confusion arose from the fact that in the future both Yehuda and Yosef were destined to be leaders. They represent two different expressions of kingship. Just as a body consists of both a brain and a heart, so, too, Yehuda and Yosef would both be vitally important to the whole body of the Jewish People. The problem was that, now, in the early developing stages, the divisions of power and responsibility were not clearly delineated. The brothers could only relate to Yehuda’s expression of kingship, not Yosef’s.

The fundamental difference between Yehuda and Yosef is a very important concept, so let us go into it in greater depth.

Yehuda

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, in Daas Tevunos, explains that G–d runs the world according to two systems. The first, hanhagos haYichud, we could simplify and call the “Divine Plan.” From the beginning, G–d had a Divine Plan for the universe, which He intended to see ultimately fulfilled. In this regard, G–d does everything. Just as He brought about “The Beginning” so will He bring about the “End of Days.” Just as He engineered the darkness of exile so will He manifest the light of redemption. Human beings do not have a say in the Divine Plan. G–d dominates completely. The name of G–d signifying this system of running the world is His most essential name, the four letter name, Havaya (Yud-Hey-Vav-Hey).

Yehuda’s name, not coincidentally, consists of the four letters of Havaya plus the letter dalet. The additional letter (dalet) signifies an important character trait which Yehuda possessed. Dal in Hebrew means “poor.” The letter dalet therefore represents the impoverished person. Yehuda’s ego is not an impediment. He thus publicly acknowledges his sin of impregnating a woman he thought was a harlot but who was in fact his widowed daughter-in-law. His ego was not too big to acknowledge this truth, no matter how painful it was. Yehuda is the dalet, the poor person who can say, “I am nothing.” He is nothing because he recognizes that Hashem runs everything. “Not by might and not by the sword — but only through My spirit, says Hashem.”78 Yehuda is aware how all his accomplishments are brought about by the hand of Hashem.

And this is what makes Yehuda worthy of kingship. A Jewish king is one who can ascribe all his accomplishments to Hashem. Indeed, so permeated with the awareness of G–d’s Presence is he that he cannot avoid seeing the hand of G–d in all his endeavors. His deeds pale to nothingness when he contemplates the total involvement and dominance of G–d in his life. This is the significance of the dalet in Yehuda’s name.

This also enlightens us concerning another aspect of Yehuda’s name. His mother, Leah, gave the name Yehuda with the explanation, “This time I will thank G–d.”79 The root of Yehuda’s name means to “thank” or “acknowledge.” He epitomizes one who “acknowledges” that Hashem is king, that Hashem dominates our lives.

Yosef

Yosef represents the other system by which Hashem runs the world, which Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto calls hanhagos haMishpat (literally, the “System of Judgment”). For our purposes, let us call this the system of “Human Free Will.” In this system the events of the world are run not so much from the angle of the Divine, but from the angle of the human. Providence changes and responds according to human free will. If, for instance, people are righteous blessing comes into the world. If people are not righteous suffering ensues.

Yosef represents “Human Free Will” because his life demonstrates that a human being has the will power to stand up and overcome any adversity. No one faced the tests he had. First, he was sold as a slave by his own brothers. This alone was an ordeal of unimaginable proportions. It is bad enough to be sold into slavery, but beyond description to be sold by your own family. What greater bitterness can one Jew experience than to be persecuted and hated by fellow Jews — especially when those Jews are his brothers and the leaders of the people?

Next, Yosef gets sold to Egypt, a land notorious for its low standards of morality. In such an environment we could hardly blame him for succumbing to the surrounding influences. Yet, far from giving up, Yosef withstands one of the most challenging tests recorded in the Torah: while alone, and far from home, his master’s wife tries repeatedly to seduce him (see next chapter). And, then, despite his success spuming her, he is falsely accused and thrown into jail. If this was not enough of a test, we must add that after Yosef is eventually vindicated and appointed Viceroy by Pharaoh he has to stand up to the challenge of virtually unlimited power and wealth.

From all angles — physically, mentally, spiritually — this seventeen year old boy was tested with the most bitter, unbelievably difficult tests imaginable. Nevertheless, he passed them all. This was an exhibition of human free will without parallel. At any point he could have succumbed to the way of the world. When his brothers sold him he could have said, “Who needs this?” When Potipher’s wife tried to seduce he could have said, “I’m only a teenager, far from home, and no one will know anyway.” When he was appointed Viceroy of Egypt he could have said, “I’m a success, this is my new life, forget about everything to do with my past life in the old home.”

It took a power of will practically beyond our ability to comprehend for Yosef to perpetuate the ideals of his father’s home in the land Egypt under the circumstances he found himself. By passing these tests Yosef demonstrated the absolute sovereignty of human free will. No one can ever take away a person’s ability to do what is right. Yosef proved that more than anyone.

Yosef’s achievement therefore highlights the human being. Yehuda’s, by contrast, highlights Hashem. Yosef and Yehuda each typify one system by which the world is run. Yehuda represents “Divine Plan,” which emphasizes the dominance of G–d; Yosef “Human Free Will,” which emphasizes the human input. Both systems are simultaneously true. Philosophically, this is called the paradox of foreknowledge versus free will: If G–d knows everything which will happen, how do we have free will? There is ultimately no answer to this paradox. To quote Rabbi Akiva, “All is foreseen, yet free will is given.”80 G–d has His “Divine Plan” and has already foreseen everything which will happen, yet we have “Free Will.” Our purpose is to proceed as if everything depends on our life choices (which it does) and yet simultaneously be aware that G–d is pulling the strings for everything we do (which He is). Just as we have two eyes, similarly we have to be aware of two ways in which the world is run: Yehuda (Hashem is bringing about His Divine Plan) and Yosef (everything rests on what I do).81

Just as Yosef and Yehuda represent two different types of kingship, so, too, the nature of their differences are alluded to in their names. Yehuda’s name is a combination of the four letter name Havaya plus the letter dalet, as we explained. Similarly, although it is not the usual way to spell it, Yosef’s name in Psalms82 has three of the four letters of Havaya in his name. (It is spelled yud, hey, vav, samech, fey — Yehosef.) Our Sages tell us that Yosef received this extra hey for refusing the temptation of his master’s wife.83 This hey in effect makes the beginning of Yosef’s name the same as Hashem’s and Yehuda’s names. All have the same first three letters: yud, hey, vav.

One of the major differences between Yehuda’s and Yosef’s names is that whereas Yehuda’s name ends in a hey Yosef’s name does not. This is significant because the final hey represents kingship,84 Mashiach. The fact that this final hey is missing in Yosef’s name therefore indicates that there is something lacking in his expression of kingship. It is not followed through to the end as in the case of Yehuda.

This is not to diminish Yosef’s achievement as a monarch. He overcame all his tests, reorganized the government, and financed an empire. Yosef’s human accomplishment is Herculean. Still, after all is said and done, Yehuda’s accomplishment is more than human: it is an extension of Hashem. Yosef becomes a virtual king, but he is only king over Egypt (albeit an Egypt which dominates the entire world). Egypt is ultimately a place of darkness, exile, and estrangement from the divine. To be king over it is not the same as ruling sovereign in the land of Israel.

Thus, the culmination of history will be the establishment of Malchus Bais David (the kingship of David) in the form of Mashiach. Mashiach is a descendant of Yehuda. He will represent true kingship.

And this is why Yehuda’s name ends in hey, not Yosef s. The final hey represents the manifestation of kingship in the created world. Yehuda’s kingship is ultimately unlimited because it is the expression of the Divine Plan. Yosef’s is limited because it is ultimately the expression of the human being.

This can also help us better understand the tradition that there will be two Mashiachs — Mashiach ben Yosef (a descendant of Yosef) and Mashiach ben David (a descendant of David).85 Mashiach ben Yosef will rise to greatness but die before the redemption. In other words, he will attain the yud, hey, vav of Hashem’s name, but then — samech, fey: “the end.” (Samach, fey, spells sof, meaning “end,” “limit.”) Mashiach ben Yosef will die. His reign is limited.

Mashiach ben David, on the other hand, will follow Mashiach ben Yosef and usher in the final redemption. He will attain the yud, hey, vav of Hashem’s name and then will follow it with a dalet — the “poor” person. (Dalet in this context also symbolizes the suffering to take place in the ikvesa d’Meshicha, the pre-Messianic era.) Mashiach ben David is the “poor man riding on a donkey.”86 His poverty is in actuality his recognition of Hashem’s dominance. He does not allow his ego to impede the “Divine Plan.” As such he fully allows the final hey — the letter of kingship — to be expressed.

Summary

To summarize: Yehuda’s name and the essential, four-letter name of G–d (Havaya) share the same letters with one exception. Yehuda’s name is spelled with an extra dalet. The placement of this dalet is significant. Yehuda is spelled yud, hey, vav followed by a dalet and then a hey. The dalet signifies the human being who is a dal, a “poor” person, in the positive sense. He is “impoverished” of ego, self-centeredness, “me.” As such he makes himself a conduit for the will of G–d and so allows the power of yud, hey, vav to flow through him and out into the world, as expressed by the final hey. The final hey is kingship. Yehuda expresses the ideal that one must strive to make oneself into a “dalet” in order to allow Hashem to flow through him (and therefore we are called Yehudim).

Yosef’s name, too, (in Psalm 81) begins with a yud, hey, vav but then ends in samach, fey. He represents human achievement of the highest order. It is one thing to acknowledge G–d in a situation of manifest good — in the Land of Israel with your family and father nearby. It is another matter to acknowledge him alone, surrounded by the darkness of evil, when you are in a situation of tzaddik v’ra lo, “a righteous person who has bad things happen to him.” Yosef, who remains a tzaddik (a righteous person) even while immersed in the darkness of Egypt, represents the pinnacle of human achievement.

Yet, because he achieves this stature in the land of Egypt his achievement is limited, in the final analysis. Egypt in Hebrew is Mitzraim, which means “fence” (maitzar) or “narrow strait.” Mitzraim is fenced in by the Yam Suf, the “Red Sea” — which can be rendered Yam Sof, the “Sea of Limitation.” Similarly, Yosef’s name ends in samech, fey (sof, “limitation”). His is the human achievement par excellence. Nevertheless, in the end his achievement is limited (sof) compared to Yehuda’s. As great as the human being is — and David himself said, “You made him little lower than the angels”87 — he is nothing compared to Hashem. Yehuda is the one who epitomizes a person who recognizes the limitations of even the greatest human achievement. That recognition itself is an achievement which makes what he represents the greatest expression of kingship possible.

Both brothers (and their outlooks), though, are necessary. Yosef teaches the primacy of the human being. Yehuda, the dominance of G–d. Without the Yosef quality we would be passive fatalists. Without the Yehuda quality we would be arrogant control-freaks.88 We learn from both to be responsible for our life choices and to simultaneously acknowledge that our lives are truly in the hands of a Higher Power. This is what it means to be whole.

(See Supplement for more on these ideas.)


CHAPTER 16

Light Of The
Messiah

• Tamar and Yehuda. Yeravem ben Nevat. Returning to the Point of Sin. Yosef HaTzaddik and Potipher’s Wife.

And it came to pass, at that time, that Yehuda went down from his brothers . . . . (Genesis 38:1)

The blackest hour had arrived. Yosef had been sold into slavery. Yehuda had been deposed from his position of leadership. (This is how the Sages interpret “Yehuda went down.”89 He “went down” from his position of leadership after the brothers saw how distraught their father was at the news of Yosef’s loss. As their leader he was the one ultimately responsible for the sale.) “And it came to pass” that the young family/nation was truly experiencing its darkest hour.

Unbeknownst to them, however, Divine Providence was at that very moment in the process of bringing forth not the greatest darkness but the greatest light.

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani said . . . [“Thus it came to pass. . .”] the brothers were engaged in selling Yosef; Yosef was preoccupied with his sackcloth and fasting [over the trouble that had befallen him]; Reuven was preoccupied with his sackcloth and fasting; Yaakov was preoccupied with his sackcloth and fasting [in grief for Yosef’s loss]; Yehuda was occupied with taking a wife — and the Holy One, Blessed be He, was occupied with creating the light of Mashiach (the Messiah).90

Concerning Mashiach, the reference is to Peretz, son of Yehuda and Tamar, for Peretz is the ancestor of King David, from whose line Mashiach will eventually issue. This provokes a question: How can Mashiach come from such a seemingly sordid union (Yehuda impregnating his widowed daughter-in-law who deceives him by dressing up as a harlot)? And the question is not limited just to the union of Tamar and Yehuda. David’s great-grandfather, Boaz, was an elderly man whose final night was spent impregnating Ruth. And Ruth, his great-grandmother, was a widowed convert from the despised Moabites whose lineage is traced back to the incestuous union between Lot and his daughter. And then there is Shlomo (Solomon), born from the outwardly suspicious-looking union of Batsheva and David. How could the seed of Mashiach come into the world through such seemingly unbecoming unions?

The Chidah (Rabbi Chaim David Azulay) offers a parable in explanation. A king needed to transfer his royal treasures to a new location. He was very concerned that bandits might attack and steal the treasures during the transfer, though. Summoning all his advisors, he told them to come up with a plan to protect his treasure. They agreed that no amount of royal guards was enough because the bandits could attack in numbers and stage an ambush at any point. Finally, his leading advisor came up with an ingenious plan.

“Farmers are always traveling the highways, transferring wagon-loads of manure from one location to another. Let’s bury the treasures of the king in manure so that no one will even think of rummaging through it.”

Similarly, writes Chidah, the coming of Mashiach is an event sure to be opposed by the most formidable elements of the forces of evil in the world. And as long as they are in power (and until Mashiach comes they will always wield enormous power) they will oppose him with all the weapons at their disposal. (This, in fact, will enable them to bring about the death of Mashiach ben Yosef.) In order for his exalted soul to gain entry into the world, therefore, it has to be smuggled in, so to speak, beneath the cover of night. The forces of defilement would never consider the possibility that such a great soul could result from such a suspicious union.

The Torah in fact did such a good job concealing the soul of Mashiach that our worst enemies have taught Torah for us without knowing it. Years ago, when the Communists were in charge of Russia, I helped a brilliant Jewish student rediscover his heritage. He was at the top of his engineering class but knew nothing about Judaism — except for the story of Yehuda and Tamar.

“Who taught you this?” I asked.

“They taught it in school. Look what the Jewish Bible says about their leaders, the teacher told us.”

“It’s funny,” I said with a grin. “You don’t know about Shabbos, Pesach, and tefillin. You don’t know about Abraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov. You don’t know anything about Judaism. But this story about Yehuda — that, you do know!”

“True,” he replied, “but did it happen or didn’t it happen?”

“Of course it happened. That’s what the Torah says.”

“I just don’t understand how it could happen if he was such a great person.”

“Fine,” I replied. “You don’t understand. The Torah is not here to tell you that its great people were anything but human beings. This is not like other religions — or Communist Russia — where anything scandalous immediately gets covered up. The Torah is interested in the truth and what we human beings can learn from it. Just as it tells you the truth in this instance it tells you the truth about everything else. I have to laugh, though, because of all the stories in the Torah, it’s the incident of Tamar and Yehuda they chose to teach you.”

“What’s so funny?”

“Because it’s one of the most important things they could have taught you. You see, the Torah is secretly smuggling into your soul the message of Mashiach.” I then explained to him the parable of the Chidah and the necessity of concealing the soul of Mashiach. “And,” I concluded, “this is exactly what happened. The greatest enemies of Torah, the atheists and the Soviets, are the very ones teaching you this important information — without even knowing it! Of course, you only understood it superficially. But I am here to teach you what the story is really all about. It was documented in this way so it could infiltrate even the most remote strongholds and speak to souls like yours.”

Tamar and Yehuda

And Yehuda took a wife, Tamar, for Er, his firstborn. And Er, Yehuda’s firstborn, did evil in Hashem’s eyes, and so He killed him. And Yehuda said to Onan [Er’s brother], “Go in to your brother’s wife . . . .” And Onan . . . spilled this seed] on the ground. This displeased Hashem, so He killed him.

Then Yehuda said to Tamar his daughter-in-law, “Remain a widow at your father’s house till Shelah my [third] son comes of age (for he [Yehuda] thought, perhaps he [Shelah] will die also just as his brothers [Er and Onan] did).”

. . . Many days passed and Shua, Yehuda’s wife, died. After Yehuda was comforted he went up to his sheepshearers in Timna . . . . And she [Tamar] removed her widow’s garments, covered herself with a veil, wrapped herself, and sat by the entrance to Einayim, which is on the way to Timna (for she saw that Shelah had come of age, but she was not being giving to him as a wife). When Yehuda saw her he thought she was a harlot, because she had covered her face. And he turned to her by the way and said, “Come now, it you please, and let me consort with you.”

“What will you give me. . . ?” she said.

“I will give you a kid from my flock, he said.

“Provided you leave a pledge until you send it,” she said.

“What pledge will I give you?” he said.

“Your signet ring, your wrap, and your staff in your hand,” she said. And he gave them to her. He consorted with her and she conceived by him. Then she arose, left, removed her veil, and put on her widow’s garb.

And Yehuda sent the kid through his friend the Adullamite . . . but he could not find her.

And it came to pass after about three months that Yehuda was told, “Tamar, your daughter-in-law, has played the harlot; moreover, behold, she has conceived by harlotry.

“Take her out to be burned,” Yehuda said.

As she was taken out she sent [word] to her father-in-law, saying, “By the man to whom these belong I am with child. And she said, “Identify, if you please, whose are this seal, this wrap, and this staff.”

Yehuda recognized and said, “She is right; it is I, for I did not give her Shelah my son.” (Genesis 38:6-26)

We call Yosef, “Yosef HaTzaddik,” Yosef the Righteous. He had enormous tests to overcome — yet none resulted from his own guilt. By contrast, Yehuda is the shining example of a baal teshuva, of a person who made a mistake, acknowledged it, and totally changed himself (and his fate). And the story of Tamar is the prime example of his greatness as a baal teshuva.

To a certain extent both Yehuda and Tamar were forced to do what they did. Yehuda married Tamar to his first son, Er, and he died. Then he married her to Onan, and he too died. He did not know that they had done evil things in G–d’s eyes. (The evil was only apparent to G–d’s eyes, not human eyes.) It was therefore natural for him to be reluctant to marry her to his third son, Shelah.

As for Tamar, she knew she was not to blame. When it became obvious that Yehuda was not going to give her his son, Shelah, she was correct for feeling wronged and desperate. Moreover, according to the laws of yibum, Levirate marriage (before the giving of the Torah), Yehuda was obligated to marry her if he was not going to allow his son to marry her. Furthermore, our Sages even tell us that Tamar prophetically knew that she was destined to have a child (a forerunner of Mashiach) with Yehuda. Then, after Yehuda’s wife died Tamar concluded that she had no choice but to dress up as a harlot to conceive a child through Yehuda.

[At first] Yehuda ignored her and proceeded on his way, but Tamar prayed, “Master of the Universe, shall I be deprived of offspring from the righteous man?”

Then G–d sent the Angel of Desire to appear before Yehuda and say, “Where are you going Yehuda? If you flee, from where will kings arise? From where else will redeemers arise?” So Yehuda detoured to her by the road — despite himself and against his wish.91

A special “Angel of Desire” was dispatched to entice Yehuda. For all practical purposes the Sages are telling us he had no free will to resist. G–d was “creating the light of Mashiach” and his union with Tamar had to come about.

Three months later it became obvious that Tamar was pregnant. The law in that case was that she had to be burned.92 According to a Midrash the court consisted of Yitzchak, Yaakov, and Yehuda. Now, if she had told them that the man who consorted with her was Yehuda, who, as explained, was legally obligated to marry her, she would have been exonerated immediately. Doing so, however, would have publicly disgraced Yehuda. Tamar was therefore willing to allow herself to be killed rather than implicate Yehuda. “It is better to be burned alive,” the Sages deduced from her heroic stance, “than embarrass someone else publicly.”93

Yehuda, too, demonstrated unparalleled personal heroism. When Tamar sent his signet ring, cloak, and staff to him and asked, “Whose are these?” he could have simply remained quiet or at least come up with some reason to postpone the execution and then privately admit his mistake. He could have saved face. Instead, he publicly acknowledged his sin. “It is better for me to be ashamed in this transient world,” he thought, “than be ashamed before my righteous fathers in the World To Come.”94

In actuality, then, this incident teaches the special ingredient of greatness which the progenitors of Mashiach possessed: absolute subservience to the G–dly ideal. They were completely willing to forsake their lives and personal dignity for the higher truth. This, too, is the chief character trait of Mashiach ben David: the willingness to say, “I am nothing.” (This is the dalet of Yehuda’s name, as explained in the previous chapter.) Likewise, anyone who desires to have a share in bringing about the “light of Mashiach” has to be imbued with and trained in absolute humility.

Yeravem ben Nevat

If absolute humility is the preeminent character trait of a Jewish king, arrogance is his downfall. And concerning a king even the slightest trace of arrogance or self-interest is enough to bring ruin upon himself and his nation. As a case in point, compare Yehuda with Yeravem ben Nevat (Jeroboam son of Nebat, a descendant of Yosef), who Maimonides cites as the prime example of a sinner.

Yeravem was the leader who spearheaded the split between the Northern tribes (Malchus Yisroel) and the Southern ones (Malchus Yehuda). And not only did he form a separate kingdom but he prohibited and actively prevented the Jews under his domain from visiting Jerusalem during the thrice yearly festival seasons. This is why he is characterized as the worst sinner: someone who not only sinned but who caused the masses to sin.

The Sages offer a revealing story about Yeravem.

G–d took hold of Yeravem’s garment and told him, “Do teshuva (repent)! Then you and I and ben-Yishai [the “son of Jesse,” i.e. King David] will stroll together in the Garden of Eden.”95

Imagine the honor of receiving as invitation to stroll with G–d and David in Paradise. Yet Yeravem was not satisfied with this honor. “Who will be first?” he asked. He wanted to know who would have a more prominent position: him or David?

“Ben Yishai,” G–d replied.

“If so,” Yeravem responded, “I would rather stay as I am.”

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto in Mesillas Yesharim (Path of the Just) cites this as a classic example of ga’aveh, arrogance, which is such a destructive character trait that it can cause a person to throw away virtually the entire world. The truth is that initially Yeravem ben Nevat was not evil. In fact, he began as a supremely righteous man. He was the only one with the courage to speak out against an evil which had infiltrated the highest ranks of Jewish society.

Shlomo HaMelech (King Solomon) is castigated for marrying a thousand wives. His motivations were sincere, however. Since he was the wealthiest and wisest of all men, the kings of the surrounding kingdoms naturally wanted to marry one of their daughters to him. He accepted their offers, converted the wives, and gave them lavish dwellings in Jerusalem. His real intention was to attract them to come visit their daughters and then convince all the leaders of the world’s kingdoms that “Hashem — He is the G–d.” He hoped that after talking with him they would go back to their lands and smash their idols. Shlomo was trying to accomplish the task of Mashiach. He married the wives leshaim shamayim, “for the sake of heaven.”

In actuality, the reverse happened. Instead of exporting Torah to all the nations of the world he imported the idols of the world into the precincts of Jerusalem. Smoke from idolatrous incense offerings offered by Shlomo’s wives billowed from palace windows. Jerusalem became a clearing house for the world’s idolatries. We have a tradition that Shlomo grew old before his time from the strain of dealing with these corrupting influences. Things did not turn out the way he had hoped.

The Jewish sages watched helplessly as these events unfolded. Speaking against the king was a most serious offense. And even had they not been afraid to speak they trusted their wise king knew what he was doing. Whatever the reason, the sages were paralyzed. All of them were afraid to speak up — all of them, that is, except one: Yeravem ben Nevat. He was the only one with the courage to say to Shlomo, “Your father erected eighteen gates around Jerusalem in order to improve access into the holy city. You closed all the gates except for one and imposed a toll on those who seek entry in order to pay for your foreign wives.”

Yeravem acted out of righteous indignation. He risked his life in fact to express the truth everyone else was denying or ignoring. Indeed, expressing this criticism was so fraught with danger that he fled immediately after uttering it. Even though what he said was true it was an act of rebellion against the established regime. He could be put to death for it.

As he fled Jerusalem with 1500 of his supporters, Ahiya Shiloni, a prophet, said to Yeravem, “You have been zealous for the honor of G–d.” He then said that in the merit of his act he, Yeravem, would become king in the Northern tribes. And, indeed, this incident marked the beginning of the split monarchy — the Kingdom of Israel in the north (consisting of ten tribes) and the Kingdom of Yehuda in the south (consisting of two tribes).

We see that Yeravem ben Nevat was not a simple person. What went wrong? The answer is that his righteous intentions were mixed with a microscopic amount of self-interest and egotism. Yeravem was right for criticizing Shlomo. Nevertheless, he went too far. He allowed his personal feelings to be mixed together with his sense of justice. That extraneous element of self-interest was present only to a small degree but was enough to constitute a sin which snowballed into the worst sin imaginable. He had the chance to nip it in the bud or do teshuva after it grew, but did neither. This failure earned Yeravem ben Nevat one of the most ignoble names in Jewish history.

Returning to the Point of Sin

Yeravem’s downfall began as a small flaw which mushroomed into a great sin. This is based on the principle enumerated by our Sages, “One sin perpetuates another.”96 One sin will lead to a second sin. The second sin will lead to the third sin. The third sin to a fourth. And so on. This teaching presents a problem, though, for if so a person should only be held liable for that first sin. Why should someone be punished for all the ensuing sins? It was really only the first sin that caused the others which followed.

In response, at some later date G–d will give a person the opportunity to rectify his original mistake. G–d will bring the person back to the point where all his troubles began. Then the person will once more have the choice to do teshuva or not. If he does, everything is forgiven. If not, everything becomes his liability. His refusal to do teshuva when confronted with the opportunity to commit the same sin a second time proves that he did not sin in a moment of weakness, but that he was unwilling to address and rectify a deeply ingrained character flaw.

This has great relevance. Oftentimes, for instance, an assimilated Jew will decide to become observant and the path will seem smooth at first. The reason is because most assimilated Jews are innocent of their failure to observe the Torah. No one ever informed them otherwise or taught them properly. When a person desires to return to the path of observant Judaism, therefore, G–d makes it easy for him to do teshuva on those transgressions which were not really his fault to begin with. Then, however, He eventually brings the person back to the point of the sin of which he is not innocent, and says, “Now, do teshuva on your own, without My help.”

Yeravem ben Nevat’s sin was a slight degree of self-interest, ga’aveh. Because of the principle, “One sin perpetuates another,” this minuscule fault widened and widened and widened until it became the epitome of evil. Is it fair that he be punished for the full evil which eventually snowballed? I was only guilty of a small mistake, he could contend.

This line of defense would not work for Yeravem, however, because G–d brought him back to the point of his original failure and yet he remained stiff-necked. This is the teaching we mentioned before. “G–d took hold of Yeravem ben Nevat’s garment and told him, ‘Do teshuva!’” This was an open invitation; an enticement to change personally offered by G–d. “You and I and ben-Yishai will stroll together in the Garden of Eden.” You and he will be in an exelusive club with Me. G–d pushed Yeravem to do teshuva. For what sin did He want him to do teshuva? For the sin of ga’aveh — ego — which was the point where Yeravem first stumbled.

What was Yeravem’s response? “Who will be at the head?” G–d answered, “ben Yishai.” G–d had brought him back to the original point of the disagreement between him and Shlomo. Maybe now Yeravem realized the depth to which he had deteriorated — causing masses of people to sin by actively blocking them from going to Jerusalem. Maybe now he would be willing to change. Maybe now he would suppress his self-interest in the interest of the greater good.

Unfortunately, he replied, “If so [if the Davidic king will be more honored], then I do not want to do teshuva.” Yeravem brazenly turned down G–d’s offer. This sealed his fate. It proved that it was not happenstance that his ego got the best of him the first time. G–d had returned him to the point of his original failure and he failed again. Now that he failed again it was fitting that he be held responsible for the entire chain of sins — from the slightest taint to the full-blown transgression.

I once used this insight to help a young returnee to the faith after he had come to me with the following question: “How come, when I first became a baal teshuva a few years ago, everything came easy. I learned sixteen or seventeen hours a day. I was flying. Nothing bothered me — not my parents, not college, nothing. But now, every little thing is a hardship. What happened to me?”

In response, I told him the story of Yeravem ben Nevat. Afterwards, I explained: “When you first began you were totally innocent. You were brought up in a certain way which you could not be held responsible for. G–d therefore ‘pulled you by your garments’ to do teshuva, just as He did for Yeravem. How could you not ‘fly’ when G–d ‘pulls’ you? But you were flying only as long as you were making up for the transgressions you were ‘innocent’ of.

“Then, finally, He brought you back to the point of your own shortcomings. That is why these supposedly Tittle’ sins are giving you all these big problems. They are not really ‘little.’ They are your personal areas of challenge. Hashem does not help you with these because they are your failures to correct. You have to ‘pull’ yourself now.”

We receive siyata dishmaya, “heavenly aid,” in areas of deficiency where we are not to blame. Siyata dishmaya is withdrawn, however, in those areas where we failed on our own (or have been specifically assigned a particularly difficult mission to complete). This is not to say it is impossible to do teshuva. It is always possible to do teshuva. The test is to do the teshuva without the aid. And if you do it, then the credit is yours.

There are no free rides. At times everything will seem easy. And that is good. Ride with those times. At other times nothing will be easy. All of a sudden, you stumble over every little obstacle — real and imagined. This is not something to despair over. Rather this is what you were created for. Now starts the real work.

Yosef HaTzaddik and Potipher’s Wife

Yehuda is the baal teshuva. He made a mistake but was big enough to admit it even at the cost of his personal ego. Yeravem ben Nevat is proof that sacrificing one’s ego is no small feat. Yehuda, as the baal teshuva, earned his stature.

Yosef, too, was a person of great stature. He was not so much the baal teshuva as the tzaddik gamur, the always-righteous individual. This is not to say he did not have character flaws to work on. The Torah tells us, for instance, that he preened his hair which indicates he had a potential to become self-aggrandizing and vain (as became manifest in Yeravem). Nevertheless, his greatness was that he never made “the big mistake” despite the fact that he was tested with the most difficult tests imaginable.

The comparison between Yosef and Yehuda is highlighted by the fact that the story of Yehuda and Tamar is followed by the story of Yosef and Potipher’s wife. The wife of Yosef’s master, Potipher, saw in her astrological calculations that she was going to have a child through Yosef. She just was not sure whether it would be literally through her or her daughter.97 Eventually, of course, Yosef married the daughter of Potipher (41:45),98 but she did not know that at the time.

Although her intentions may have been pure initially, they did not remain that way. Tamar, by contrast, also conspired to seduce one of Yaakov’s sons because she knew she was destined to have a child through him. Lust, however, was totally absent from Tamar’s intentions. Potipher’s wife, by contrast, “set her eyes” on Yosef who was “handsome and charming.”

Compounding Yosef’s temptation, Potipher had put him in charge of his entire household. (By the way, this was a harbinger of things to come. Wherever Jews went into exile they became top officials of the local rulership. Maimonides, personal physician of the Sultan, and Don Isaac Abarbanel, finance minister of Ferdinand and Isabella, are only two of the most famous examples.) Potipher trusted Yosef implicitly. When his wife “set her eyes” on him there was no one looking over his shoulder, watching his every move.

Imagine Yosef’s test. Here is a handsome teenage boy alone in a foreign land. He becomes slave to a very prominent man who puts him in charge of his entire household. Then, his master’s wife actively tries to seduce him. And she tries repeatedly using many different tactics: with words, by changing her clothes all the time, by threats, by money.”99 And she is not doing it purely for lust, she claims, but for the sake of heaven:100 to bring forth the child (a forerunner of Mashiach ben Yosef) she foresees in her astrological charts.

How easy it was for Yosef to have rationalized acceding to her request! Yosef did not rationalize, however. Instead he adamantly refused her advances without offering any rationales. This is why the term the Torah uses to describe his “refusal” of her advances is vayimoayn.101 According to tradition it is read with a staccato inflection (shalsheles) to emphasize how extremely stubborn, persistent, and vehement he was in his refusal.

Yosef successfully spumed her until finally one day she cornered him alone.102 Suddenly, unlike in the past, he felt compelled to offer her an explanation: “Listen, my master knows what goes on in this house and he has given everything over to me; there is no one in this house greater than me; he has kept nothing from me except you, for you are his wife. How then can I do this great evil and sin against G–d?”

Yosef was not weakening, but trying to appeal to her conscience. A person pursuing her desires has tunnel vision. Nothing can deter her from her goal. The best a friend can do to help her in that case is make an indirect suggestion. This was Yosef’s tactic. Concerning himself he needed no explanations: he simply “refused.” Concerning her, however, he tried to make an appeal. Your husband trusted me with everything, Yosef said. How can I betray him and sin against G–d? In other words, if you will not desist for your sake, or your husband’s sake, at least stop for my sake. Look at it from my perspective. It would be my moral downfall for you to fulfill this desire.

Nevertheless, the Torah informs us, Potipher’s wife persisted “day by day” in this manner. One of the Sages taught that Yosef finally weakened to the point where he decided to yield to her.103 This opinion is particularly instructive for us today because it is not impossible to imagine finding oneself in Yosef’s position and “innocently” falling into a relationship. For instance, a person has someone with whom he had an ongoing business relationship. Everything is very polite and businesslike until one day he falls victim.

The yetzer hara (evil inclination) has more weapons in his arsenal than we can defend against. The sage mentioned above explained that when the verse says Yosef “entered the house to do his work” he was not innocently entering the house. He was entering with the intention of being intimate with her. It was not impulsive. He entered to do his “work.” He was like a groom preparing for his wedding night with his bride. He, like any groom on his wedding day, was fasting and praying that he would father a worthy child. Yosef had made a calculated decision. He realized, like she, that their meeting each other was “from heaven.” There was a divine plan to the way they came together. Just as Tamar and Yehuda had to bring Mashiach in a strange way, so did he. Yosef was not acting impulsively.

Even so, when the moment came “he fled” with such speed that he “left his garment in her hand.” This is a great lesson. Sometimes we bounce a problem back and forth for a long time. We find it difficult to make a decision, first deciding one way and then another. We ask ourselves, “Why am I making the decision this way? Am I deciding in accordance with the yetzer tov (good inclination) or yetzer hara (evil inclination)?” How can we tell the difference? Usually, I say, the yetzer tov never pushes.104 If it is the right decision it does not come easy. A wrong decision, like Potipher’s wife, however, is always thrusting itself upon us.

That is why Yosef “fled” at the moment of truth. He realized that the yetzer tov doesn’t grab; it doesn’t push. The whole situation was too easy and did not feel right. Just as importantly, we learn from Yosef’s behavior another important tactic in the fight against the yetzer hara. He did not hang around to argue with her. Once he recognized the yetzer hara at work he fled away as fast as he could!

The yetzer hara is a monster you cannot fight. It is, in actuality, an angel dispatched on a mission to trap you. That is why the only thing to do when you become aware of the yetzer hara is to run away as fast as you can. (He is called “an old fool.” He is shrewd but he is old. If you run away he cannot chase after you.) It does not matter how great you are. No one was greater than Yosef. No one was greater than David. Yet, the yetzer hara was too formidable for them. The only solution is to run. Do not debate him. Do not fight him head on. Run!

Yosef ran and that is what makes him Yosef HaTzaddik. He was the righteous man who never ultimately gave in. Yehuda was the baal teshuva. We have both types in our ranks. Each shines a bright light on a different aspect of greatness within the Jewish People.

Miketz


CHAPTER 17

Yosef,
The Jew In Exile

• Dreaming Away a Life. The Defining Factor of Exile. Tzafnas Paneach and the Hidden Sparks. Seven Years of Abundance. Provisions in Exile. Brothers and Other Strangers. Spies from a Higher World. Yosef Understood Them.

After the incident with Potipher’s wife Yosef was put into prison. Nevertheless, “Hashem was with Yosef and showed him chessed [kindness] and gave him favor in the eyes of the prison warden.” This is the character trait of a true tzaddik (“righteous man”): he wins the favor of those around him no matter where he is. This is because the tzaddik, by definition, is someone who is careful about his tzelem Elokim, about the fact that he is made in the “Divine Image.” He lives with it so much that it becomes manifest in him. This is the secret of Yosef’s beauty, his chayn [charm].

It is not surprising, then, that he rises to prominence in Potipher’s house. And after Potipher’s house, he rises to prominence in the prison. And after the prison, he rises to prominence in Pharaoh’s palace. Yosef is a person of destiny — not because he is lucky, but because he maintains his tzelem Elokim.

Dreaming Away a Life

And it came to pass at the end of two [shinasayim] years that Pharaoh dreamed . . . . (Genesis 41:1)

There is a homiletical interpretation of the opening verse based on the word shinasayim, “two [years],” which can also be read, “sleep.” Thus, sometimes “it comes to pass” that a person sleeps away his entire life. Finally, “at the end of his sleep,” i.e. after many years, he wakes up and discovers that he is still “. . . dreaming.”

Some people go through life as if it were a dream, always fantasizing about a future which never occurs. Yosef is a dreamer, but he is also alert, ever on the lookout for opportunities to actualize his dream and enable the destiny of his life to unfold. Through interpreting Pharaoh’s dreams he sets in motion the fulfillment of his own dreams in which he envisioned his brothers bowing to him.

Of course, it was not from a desire (latent or otherwise) to dominate that Yosef dreamed those dreams but from a deep intuition and comprehension of his role in his family. He perceived that he was the one G–d designated to feed and shelter them when they would descend to Egypt. His soul understood G–d’s master plan. Dreams were the vehicle through which it would come to fruition.

The Defining Factor of Exile

After Yosef interpreted Pharaoh’s dreams (predicting seven years of plenty to be followed by seven years of famine) he said:

“Now, let Pharaoh seek out a discerning and wise man and set him over the land of Egypt . . . .”

Pharaoh said to his servants, “Can we find such a one as him — a man in whom is the spirit of G–d?” Then Pharaoh said to Yosef, “Since G–d has informed you of all this there can be no one so discerning and wise as you. You shall be in charge of my palace and by your command shall all my people be fed. Only by the throne shall I outrank you.” (Genesis 41:33,38-40)

With this decree Pharaoh was, in effect, handing over all the wealth of Egypt to Yosef.

Yosef is the archetypal Jew in exile. (Similarly, the role of his mother, Rachel, is to accompany the Jew in exile, as originally symbolized by the fact that the Jews exiled by Nebuchadnezzar were led past her grave on the way to Babylon. It was this scene that the prophet had in mind when he said, “Rachel is crying for her children.”) Indeed, most Jewish exiles typically began with Jews sharing in the host country’s great wealth. But as enticing and comfortable as exile can be there was, is, and will always be one thing missing: “Only by the throne shall I outrank you.” The Jew in exile can experience the “good life,” but he cannot experience Mashiach — exile is a place where by definition Pharaoh is “enthroned,” not G–d’s king.

This also explains why Jews get into trouble after they have been in exile for a while: they forget about their destiny. When a Jew rises to the level of status Yosef attained in exile he is then first expected to harness all his prayers and efforts to bring about the Messianic Redemption, the enthronement of G–d in this world. The problem is that often in attaining status and comfort one forgets the goal. That is usually when the exile begins to get ugly and the oppressive forces start exerting themselves.

I like to tell the story of a Viennese Jew who was sitting at his Shabbos table Friday night enjoying a beautiful meal with his family. They had a Gentile helper who was jealous. Here he was putting wood in the fireplace and mumbling to himself, “Look at this Jew. He sits like a king, and his wife sits like a queen. Plus, all their children are sitting around the table, singing, drinking wine, etc. And me, I have to put wood in his fireplace — and it’s my country!”

When the Jew began the Shabbos song, Kah Ribon, he came to the line, “Redeem Your sheep from the mouth of the lion,” and, overcome with emotion, began crying. This really sent the Gentile into a tizzy. “What right does he have to cry?!”

After the meal the Gentile asked the Jew why he was crying. The Jew explained, “We have been in exile for 2,000 years. We want to go back to our land, to Jerusalem.”

“You know what?” the Gentile replied. “Let’s make a deal. I’ll take your exile and you take my firewood.”

A Jew in exile can live like Yosef. It does not have to be Auschwitz. The critical element that defines exile is lack of G–d’s enthronement. As long as a Jew always keeps that at the forefront of his thoughts he deserves to be a Yosef. The purpose of being a Yosef in Egypt, though, is to maintain one’s tzelem Elokim, with all its repercussions, in the face of the seductive enticements of wealth and power so that he can bring about the kingship of G–d.

Tzafnas Paneach and the Hidden Sparks

Pharaoh named Yosef Tzafnas Paneach and gave him Asenas, daughter of Potiphera, Chief of On, for a wife. (Genesis 41:45)

Tzafnas Paneach means, “He reveals that which is hidden.” And this describes the purpose of the Jew in exile. We are here to reveal and collect the “holy sparks” hidden in the dark, material surroundings of exile.

Every molecule of the material world was created for a purpose. When Adam sinned the entire world was cast into darkness, and certain sparks of holiness were disconnected from their purpose, and flung, so to speak, to the farthest reaches of the globe. Ancient Egypt, in its day, was the most prosperous civilization. All the precious metals and raw materials flowed into her treasuries. When Moshe led the Jews out of Egypt after centuries of bondage they emptied Egypt of all her wealth. The true wealth were these holy sparks which had become submerged in the darkness, which had lost their original purpose after Adam’s sin. When the Jews took that wealth, made a Mishkan (the Desert Tabernacle) and served Has hem with it, they in effect transferred these sparks from the realm of the unholy to the realm of the holy.

This is the Jewish mission, and especially the mission of the Jew in exile, for whom Yosef is the model. Yosef is called Tzafnas Paneach, “he who reveals the hidden.” There is no place, no situation, that does not have a holy spark buried in it. Our job is to reveal and bring it into our service of G–d in a holy way. And this is the deeper significance of Pharaoh handing over the reigns of Egypt to Yosef. Yosef represents the Jew whose purpose is to take all aspects of material life and raise the hidden sparks to a level of holiness.

This is also the deeper meaning of telling us that Yosef was given Asenas the daughter of Potiphera as a wife. He took a woman who had been raised in the house of the chief idol-worshipper in Egypt and through her gave birth to two of the twelve tribes of Israel. Yosef took the darkest material of Egypt and transformed it into sparks of holiness. He was an “alchemist” of the spirit, converting base matter into the gold of divinity.

Seven Years of Abundance

The earth produced by the handfuls during the seven years of abundance . . . . Yosef amassed grain like the sand of the sea in great abundance until he ceased taking stock, for it was uncountable. (Genesis 41:49)

What is the Torah’s purpose telling us this? In a deeper sense, the “seven years of abundance” represent the seven-thousand-year cycle of creation. We “work for six days and rest on the seventh” because the world was created in six days and G–d rested on the seventh. Similarly, our Sages tell us, the world was created to last six thousand years, reach a utopian perfection, before entering the seven thousandth year.105 The numbers, then, are symbolic. Six represents the finite, material world. The seventh represents the infinite, the G–dly. This is why our verse states that by the “seventh” year Yosef had amassed so much grain that, like “the sand of the sea,” it was not countable — it was essentially infinite. Seven represents infinity.

The Jewish People are also compared to sand because they are the Eternal people, a people who represent the Eternal G–d on this finite earth. They, like Yosef, were put here to collect all the material-physical substance of the world in order to transform it into “sand of the sea,” i.e. something uncountable. They are here to take the finite and turn it into the infinite.

Provisions in Exile

And he [Yaakov] said [to his sons], “Behold, I have heard that there are provisions in Egypt. Go down there and purchase for us from there, that we may live and not die.” (Genesis 42:2)

Surgery requires the most precise preparation and planning. Similarly, when Hashem sends the Jewish People into Egypt He does so with the most precise attention to every detail. There is not one granule of wheat or one situation which cannot be used for the ultimate good. That is the way G–d arranged it.

Consequently, Yaakov’s words — “There are provisions in Egypt . . .” — can be read to imply that every exile has a hope, that even in Egypt — Mitzraim, literally a “narrow strait” — there are spiritual provisions to be had. The Egyptian exile is the archetype of all the exiles; the prototype of all Jewish suffering. (Similarly, for every individual, exile means having to contend with a situation you do not want to contend with; being trapped in a situation you cannot escape from. Every experience of suffering an individual experiences can be called an “exile.”) When Yaakov told his sons to “Go down there [to Egypt]” he was alluding to them that even in a situation of narrow straits (i.e. exile), there are benefits (“provisions”) to be gained.

Similarly, Yaakov told his sons: “And purchase for us from there. . .” Every “purchase” is an exchange. When Jews go down to exile it is to make an exchange, to “purchase” something to bring back to the side of holiness. The “currency” which we “pay” to attain great spiritual heights is suffering. Suffering is our spiritual money.

“Go down there, and purchase for us from there, and we will live . . . .” We are sent down to Mitzraim where we live in narrow straits, in the darkness of the material, finite world — but even there we can discover the wide spaces of the spiritual, infinite G–d. We are accustomed to think that when we are suffering we are not living. The truth is just the opposite! When we suffer we are alive. Suffering intensifies our ability to appreciate life.

No matter how difficult life seems, remember: “There are provisions in Egypt. . .” Even in the greatest hardship there will always be some “provision” to help you accomplish your mission, to help you turn a stray spark into a spark of holiness. When you “go down,” i.e. when the situation pulls you down, you can nevertheless make a “purchase” (i.e. make a spiritual gain), and then you will “live, and not die.”

Brothers and Other Strangers

And Yosef saw his brothers, and knew them, but acted like a stranger toward them, and spoke with them harshly. (Genesis 42:7)

Yosef is the symbol of the Jew in exile. He knows his mission and always keeps it at the forefront of his consciousness. His brothers, on the other hand, are symbolic of the Jew who forgets who he is while in exile. That is why Yosef “saw” (or recognized) his brothers, but they did not recognize him. Yosef knows what a Jew is even if the Jew, himself, does not know what he is.

Every observant Jew today, in addition to his usual obligations, has to feel personally responsible for his assimilated brethren who do not know who they are. Perhaps until twenty years ago there was reason to remain distant from and skeptical of non-observant Jews. Many of them were consciously trained to be atheists and to oppose Torah. There was an intentionally erected wall and generally unbridgeable gap. The typical non-observant Jew today, on the other hand, fails to practice the religion because of his ignorance not his defiance. With the right words said in the right way at the right time he will eventually come closer to you on his own. When he does you have revealed the holiest of the holy sparks. You have brought about a reunion; soul sparks of lost Jews have been returned to their rightful place amongst their people. This is the greatest accomplishment. And this, as a Yosef in exile, is your mission.

Spies from a Higher World

And Yosef remembered the dreams he had dreamed about them, and said to them, “You are spies . . . .”

And they said, “No, my lord, only to buy food have we come . . . .” (Genesis 42:9)

Regarding the incident of the meraglim (“spies” mentioned later in the Torah) whom Moshe sent out to reconnoiter the Land of Canaan, Sfas Ernes comments that every Jew is a “spy” sent down to the world. We each have a mission. We are messengers from the highest storehouses of heaven sent down into the material world for a special purpose.

Spies, generally, are the elite of a people sent to a foreign country in order to infiltrate the hierarchies of power. To be successful the spy has to identify with the foreigners to the extent that they come to think of him as one of their own. Spy missions can last a long time. Imagine one that is expected to last two generations . . . three generations . . . four . . . . and more. Jews have been assigned a mission stretching back to Abraham. And, in the many generations since Abraham Jews have indeed been “planted” all over the world. Nevertheless, we have been on our mission so long that some of us have forgotten we are “spies.”

The brothers represent the Jew who forgets his purpose. They symbolize the Jew in exile who loses his Jewish identification. When Yosef said, “You are spies . . .” they replied, “No, my lord, only to buy food have we come.” The brothers were unaware that they were “spies” on a mission. “We came to ‘America’ to make a living. We are not ‘spies.’ We have no mission.” That, in effect, is the admission of a Jew who has forgotten his purpose. The Jew was not sent into exile merely to “eat food” and acquire wealth.

After they made their denial, therefore, Yosef reiterated his point even more vigorously, “It is just as I have declared to you: You are spies!” All self-aware Jews have a responsibility to remind their fellow Jews (in the most tactful ways, of course) that they have a mission in this world. They are not here simply to blend in with the general populace and become Gentiles. They perhaps dress like Gentiles and even identify with them on a certain level, but they are not Gentiles. They have a specially designated mission they must not deny.

Each Jew, no matter how lost he or she is, has an identification card: a Jewish soul with a special mission. When, as the prophet says, Eliyahu will herald the final redemption all Jews will begin to recognize who they are. This is something which is happening in our day, slowly and piecemeal perhaps, but undeniably.

Yosef recognized his brothers but they did not recognize him. Our job today, as a Yosef, is to make contact with our lost brothers and sisters. Make contact, invite them for a meal, direct them to a person who can teach them. Remind them who they are: they are precious souls sent to the mundane world in order to complete a great mission. When you do so you are performing the “grass roots” work necessary to bring about the final redemption.

Yosef Understood Them

[As the brothers were talking amongst themselves] they did not know that Yosef understood them, for he had been speaking to them through an interpreter. And he turned himself away from them and cried. (Genesis 42:23-24)

Yosef was eavesdropping the entire time as the brothers spoke and argued amongst themselves. Sometimes when the most momentous and seemingly horrible events are happening to us we do not know that Yosef is standing right there listening in on us. Yosef, in this instance, is like G–d. We complain: “Why are these bad things happening to us? Why does it seem G–d has abandoned us?” What we do not realize is that while we pretend innocence, our guilt is laid open before G–d. He hears and knows everything.

Nevertheless, He chooses to remain quiet because He knows we are not ready to admit the truth. Until we are, the best medicine for us is to experience the repercussions of our actions despite the fact they can cause enormous torment. We suffer because G–d knows it is in our best interests for Him not to intervene.

And yet even though He does not seem to be responding to our cries, He nevertheless secretly feels for us and shares in our torment. That is symbolized by Yosef “turning away from them and crying.” The time is not ripe. The brothers are not at the point where they are ready to do a complete and total teshuva (repentance). The sham (of G–d acting aloof), the exile, must continue a little longer. G–d understands everything happening to us and quietly suffers along with us; and in some ways, He suffers more than we ever suspect or imagine.


CHAPTER 18

Individual Versus
Collective
Punishment

• Benyamin, The Innocent. A Russian Discovers Himself.

As we read the simple narrative about the interactions between the brothers in Egypt we have to keep in mind that Yosef and Yehuda really represent two different expressions of Jewish ideology. Whatever they seem to be discussing — be it about the purchase of provisions, the accusation of being spies, the issue of bringing Benyamin to Egypt, etc. — there are deeper layers of interaction going on beneath the surface.

After the long series of exchanges, which culminates in the brothers bringing Benyamin from Canaan to Egypt, Yosef finally sends off the brothers, together with Benyamin, and plants a “stolen” goblet in his sack. When the brothers are returned to the Egyptian palace, and the evidence is presented openly before Yosef, Yehuda decides it is time to step forward to make a plea. On the surface it is a plea to save his brother. Beneath the surface it is the presentation of a philosophical point of view about the nature of communal responsibility.

True, Benyamin had been found with the stolen goblet in his sack, Yehuda admitted, but it was not just a problem for Benyamin:

“. . . Here we are: we are ready to be slaves to my lord — both we and the one in whose hand the goblet was found. (Genesis 44:16)

Yehuda tried to persuade the Egyptian ruler that all the brothers were ready to become slaves, “. . . both we and the one in whose hand the goblet was found.” Yosef would not hear any of this, though: “And he said, Far be it from me to do so, but the man in whose hand the cup is found, he shall be my servant. As for you, go up in peace to your father.

In reality, Yosef and Yehuda, the two leaders of the Jewish People, were debating their respective positions vis-a-vis the outlook of a Jew. Yehuda is forerunner of Mashiach ben David (the Messiah who descends from David). Mashiach ben David represents the collective. He is responsible for redeeming the entire people in the final redemption. That is why Yehuda’s reaction to the theft of the goblet is that all the brothers — guilty or not — should be treated as one unit. He saw one single family-national entity, not individuals.

Yosef represents the individual. He is the tzaddik who earns his good on his own. He survives in the exile independent of the national body. The task in exile is to grow as individuals, and Yosef is the archetype of what a Jew can accomplish in exile. Thus, Yosef emphasizes uniqueness, Yehuda mutual responsibility.

Now, depending on how we look at things — as a Yosef or a Yehuda — we will experience life differently. When a punishment comes upon the community as a whole, if we view it through the eyes of Yehuda there is no question why the righteous also suffer along with the wicked: we are all in it together. Even though the righteous one does not deserve it, he is nevertheless part of a single entity which, for whatever reason, does. When we view it with Yosef’s eyes, on the other hand, we are left with a question: why should the righteous suffer with the guilty? He, as an individual, is not deserving of the suffering.

Now, here are the eleven tribes standing before Yosef. Yehuda states that all the brothers are equally guilty. Of course, Benyamin is perfectly innocent. He had absolutely no part in the sale of Yosef. Benyamin is the tzaddik, the righteous individual. Nevertheless, Yehuda emphasizes the collective unit. Since Benyamin is part of the collective unit he is included in the consequences of the entire unit.

Yosef argues, “Let the one in whose hand the cup is found” be punished. Yosef is the individualist. As Yosef sees it, the righteous person should never be punished for the sin of the collective community. Every person dies for his own sin. There is no true collective responsibility.

Consider these two viewpoints in regard to the Holocaust, which was a time when the innocent suffered along with guilty. Hitler sought to exterminate every Jew no matter how assimilated he was, even the Baptized Jew whose great-grandparents had converted a century before at the time when Reform Judaism began. The Nazis saw no difference between Jews. Thus, this was a time period highlighting Yehuda’s message (albeit through negative means). Yehuda does not separate out the guilty from the innocent. All are part of one entity. While this seems unfair on one level, on another level it can bring about positive benefits: namely, the truth of Jewish identity.

Anti-Semitism is not pleasant. There is no denying that. Over and over again, however, it has proved to be the most potent restorer of Jewish identity. Every victim of anti-Semitism is left with a conscious or subconscious question: If they hate me because I am a Jew, why can’t I love myself because I am a Jew? If I suffer because I am a Jew, there must be something I can gain because I am a Jew. And then he searches for it with a previously unrealized intensity.

A Russian Discovers Himself

I was involved in the case of a Russian Jew who became observant under the Soviet regime. What triggered his return? “I was one of the top students in the University,” he told me. “And I expected to be given a top position in my field. When I found that I had not been given the position I went to my supervisor and asked why.”

“You know why,” he told me.

“No, I don’t,” I said honestly. “As far as I can see I deserve the position.”

“Look at your identification card,” he told me coldly. “Then you will know why.”

On the card it said, “Jew.” This was the first time he really got a taste of anti-Semitism. After this incident, this Russian Jew said to himself, “Those anti-Semites know to hate me because I am a Jew, but I don’t know how to love myself for being a Jew. They know who I am. But I don’t know who I am.” Then he began his search for his Jewish identity. Little by little he became knowledgeable until he decided to take up the Torah with a full commitment.

Why should an innocent, naive, assimilated Jew like him have suffered in the first place? He was a good communist. The fact that he was labeled “Jew” meant nothing to him. He saw himself as no different from anyone else. However, the rules of Yehuda, of the collective, were in effect. And the minute he existed under the rules of collective punishment, he suffered for it. The net result, though, was that through it, he discovered the meaning of his Jewish identity. Thus, although on one level it may seem unfair, on another level there clearly is a rhyme and reason to collective punishments where the innocent are made to suffer along with the not-so-innocent.

The flip side of this is that just as a righteous individual sometimes must suffer because the whole community must suffer, similarly the not-so-righteous individual may experience reward even when he is not deserving of it. This is not the case when the Yosef quality is ascendant, for then each individual dies for his own sins and is rewarded for his own goodness. In a Yosef-era, individual Jews can become lost from the national body. In a Yehuda era, no one gets lost. This is why Mashiach will be from the line of Yehuda (i.e. Mashiach ben David). The ultimate redemption will encompass all Jews: the good and the not-so-good.

To summarize: What appears on the surface to be a simple story about a stolen goblet is, in reality, a battleground between two competing, but ultimately necessary, outlooks. Sometimes there is an advantage to one ideology. Sometimes to the other. The closer we come to Mashiach the more the Yosef outlook will disappear and the Yehuda outlook will take over.

VaYigash


CHAPTER 19

From Despair To
Redemption

• I am Yosef. Is My Father Still Alive? Provider of Life.

Unbeknownst to his brothers, Yosef manipulated them into bringing Benyamin, their youngest brother, to Egypt. Then he directed his guards to plant a precious goblet in Benyamin’s sack. When the guards caught up to the returning brothers, they accused them of stealing the goblet. The brothers denied it, but when their sacks were searched the missing goblet was found in Benyamin’s bag. They were brought back to the palace and presented before Yosef. “How could you do such a thing?” Yosef asked.

And Yehuda said, “What shall we say to my lord? How can we speak? How can we justify ourselves? G–d has uncovered the sin of your servants . . . .” (Genesis 44:16)

Sometimes, when a person is going through troubles he overcomes one problem but then another comes his way. Then he solves that problem, but yet another problem comes his way. And then another problem. And so on. Each time one problem is solved, another immediately arises. Finally, he throws up his hands and says, “I must be guilty of something. G–d is really trying to get a message across to me.”

This was the feeling that Yehuda was expressing. He had tried to deal with this Egyptian Viceroy (Yosef) in the most accommodating, straight-forward fashion, but there arose one obstacle after another. Finally, when the most dreaded prospect materialized — the possibility of losing their youngest brother (and, as a result, their father also) — Yehuda threw up his hands in resignation to the divine providence of it all. He acknowledged that it was all from G–d: “G–d has uncovered the sin of your servants,” he said.

When a person finds himself trapped, plagued by one problem after another, the first thing he has to do is acknowledge the source: G–d. And if G–d is the source there is a reason. There is “guilt” that needs to be “uncovered.” Without addressing the basis for the guilt, the problems will keep coming. In reality, problems are only symptoms. As long as we focus on the symptoms without fixing the root cause of the symptoms, we are not going to fix anything. The real medicine is teshuva: correcting the original failure.

I am Yosef

Then Yosef could not restrain himself . . . . And he said, “I am Yosef; is my father still alive?” And his brothers could not answer him because they were in shock. (Genesis 45:1,3)

The brothers had reached the point of absolute desperation and confusion. They originally had come to Egypt to obtain food for their family. Spiritually, however, there was another pretext, for in their souls, at least, they knew they were there to search for their missing brother, Yosef. Now, not only had they failed to find him but they were about to lose Benyamin, effectively eliminating the entire lineage of Rachel. In turn, if that happened, they would lose their father, for as Yehuda said, “. . . when he sees that the lad is not with us he will die.” They were at a moment of deep, deep desperation.

All of a sudden, they heard these words: “I am Yosef.” In one second everything was straightened out. With those words they had found Yosef, the real reason they had come to Egypt in the first place. They were not going to lose Benyamin. Their father Yaakov would continue to live (and, more so, have his reason for living restored to him). And, of course, they would have all the food they needed. All the bad had come to an end instantly with those two little words, ani Yosef (“I am Yosef’).

This will be the pattern of the Messianic redemption. We will reach the most desperate moment. Everything will appear to be lost. Yaakov — the entire people (am Yisroel) — will be on the verge of death. Then from the greatest depths we will reach the greatest heights — the final redemption — in the blink of an eye.106

Is My Father Still Alive?

After saying, “I am Yosef,” Yosef added, “Is my father still alive.” What did he mean by that? There are many explanations. One is that the father Yosef referred to is avinu shebishamayim, “our Father in heaven,” and the reference is to that quality of Eternity pregnant in every Jew.

Yosef maintained the image of his father, his Eternity, even while alone for all those years in Egypt. But, Yosef wanted to know, you — Yehuda and my brothers — “Is my father still alive” in you. “I am Yosef — here is your redemption; here is your salvation. Is my father still alive — is that part of you which redemption is meant for — still alive in you?”

And the brothers couldn’t answer him because they were in shock.

Every Jew, no matter how far removed from Torah, has a spark of Yaakov in himself. Each can say he has a Father in Heaven. Sometimes, however, he cannot acknowledge the existence of that spark because he is too confused; he is in shock. Nevertheless, even a Jew who is unresponsive to Torah retains a part of himself, latent though it may be, capable of identifying with his Father in Heaven.

And Yosef said to his brothers, “Please, come close to me.” And they came near.

How do you awaken a Jew who is “in shock,” who is unresponsive to all attempts to rouse his Jewish identity? You draw him close to you. Talk to him nicely. Invite him for a Shabbos meal. Put your arm around him. Etc. And he will come near.

And he said, “I am Yosef your brother whom you sold to Egypt.”

This is the second time Yosef said, “I am Yosef.” The first time he followed that statement with the question, “Is my father still alive?” This put them on the defensive and they could not answer him. It was necessary for Yosef to do that because of the principle that if you want to educate someone you have to push him away with the left hand while pulling him closer with the right.107 Now that Yosef had done the former he applied the latter and reassured them by saying, “I am Yosef your brother.” I have a relationship with you. He was pulling them closer with the right hand.

Provider of Life

[And Yosef said:] “Now, do not grieve, nor be angry with yourselves that you sold me here, for G–d sent me in front of you to provide life . . . .”

After Yosef had verbally reassured them, and expressed his desire to patch up their relationship, there was still a major obstacle to restoring full brotherly unity. They had wronged him terribly in the past. Even if he was ready to forgive them completely they were laden with guilt. Oftentimes that’s what happens in partnerships or relationships: one party wrongs the other and the victimized party is willing to forgive and forget, but the conscience of the one who caused the harm is heavy with guilt. Yosef therefore addressed the brothers’ guilt right away.

“Don’t blame yourselves,” he told them. “It was not so much your actions which led me to be sold into slavery but G–d’s master plan. He knew we would need a provider in this country and thus He sent me ahead through the medium of your actions. You intended bad against me — trying to ensure that my dreams would never come true — but G–d turned the very plans by which you intended to hurt me into the greatest opportunity for me. So, don’t blame yourselves. It was not you, but G–d. If He did not want you to sell me, you would not have been able to do so.”

Of course, we have to take responsibility for our negative deeds. Yet, at the same time, we have to know that they would not have come about if G–d had not allowed them to come about. Many times a person desires to do a sin but is prevented because of circumstances. We are guilty for our sins, but at the same time each sin is something G–d allowed. Yosef was telling his brothers that G–d allowed them to sell him for a positive reason: to provide them with sustenance.

So, too, our greatest sins can become the rallying points for our greatest teshuva. This is the principle of “destroying for the sake of building.” In order to build a house, you must first dig up the ground and make a deep hole. In fact, the larger the building the wider and deeper the hole must be. The same is true spiritually. The greater the hole of our despair, the greater the skyscraper of our redemption.

If a person tells me, “I have really hit rock-bottom,” I reply, “Good, now you can lay your foundation.” When a person falls into sin and as a result finds himself in the deepest, darkest estrangement he should know that the vehicle of his redemption is simultaneously right there in front of him. This is the message of the incident between Yosef and his brothers. The darkest hour came and was, in reality, a point of birth for the greatest light. So, too, at our worst moment we have to remember that all we need to hear is a couple of words, “I am Yosef,” and all our problems will vanish like smoke in the air.


CHAPTER 20

Yosef’s Socialism

And there was no bread in the land; for the famine was very severe, so that all the land of Egypt and all the land of Canaan became weary because of the famine. And Yosef gathered up all the money that was found in the land of Egypt, and in the land of Canaan, for the provisions they had bought. And Yosef brought the money to Pharaoh’s house. (Genesis 47:13-14)

All the monetary wealth of the hub of the civilized world was collected into one place: Pharaoh’s house — and Yosef held the key to that house. Yet, even though the money of the world was in Pharaoh’s hands the people retained their possessions. Then, the famine got worse.

And when money failed in the land of Egypt, and in the land of Canaan, all Egypt came to Yosef and said, “Give us bread . . . .”

And Yosef said, “Give your cattle . . .” And they brought their cattle to Yosef; and Yosef gave them bread in exchange. (47:15-17)

Yosef traded livestock for bread. This kept everyone going for about a year. But then the year passed and the people needed new supplies.

When that year ended they came to him in the second year and said to him, “We will not hide from my lord, now that our money is spent; my lord also has our herds of cattle; there is nothing left in the sight of my lord, but our bodies and our lands . . . . Buy us and our land for bread, and we and our land will be servants to Pharaoh. And give us grain so we may live and not die, and the land be not desolate.” And Yosef bought the entire land of Egypt for Pharaoh. (Genesis 47:18-20)

Finally, the people sold everything to Yosef, even their bodies and their land. Egypt, the center of ancient civilization, became a type of communist state — a state where people owned nothing, were in fact owned by the state, and labored for nothing but their basic sustenance. Yosef, however, introduced an innovation which made his “communist” state a success.

Then Yosef said to the people, “Behold, this day I have bought you and your land for Pharaoh. Behold, here is grain for you, and you shall sow the land. And it shall come to pass at harvest times that you shall give the fifth part to Pharaoh, and four parts shall be your own . . .” (Genesis 47:23-24)

Yosef controlled the entire land, including the people. Nevertheless, he understood that if he was going to take away natural self-interest and individualism he would end up with nothing. He understood that in order to keep people self-motivated they should be given rights to 80% of their labor. Yosef only asked them for a fifth, 20%.

In actuality, this is our position vis-a-vis G–d. We all belong to Him. We have been given life as long as we produce something for Him. The problem is that if we have the feeling that whatever we do belongs to G–d — with none of it going for us — we are not likely to be motivated to do very much. We have to feel that we have a portion for ourselves in our own labor. This is only natural. This is why G–d does not dominate us entirely but gives us a chance to be partners with Him in bringing to fruition the purpose of creation. (See Volume 1, Chapter 5.)

The entire land of Egypt, and all its people, were under Yosef’s control. Yosef demonstrated divine wisdom when he told the people they were entitled to 80% of their productivity. In exchange for daily bread they would give him 20% as a form of taxation.

Tzedaka

Similarly, according to Jewish law we are obligated to give tzedaka (“charity”). We must give a portion of our money away to help others. The upper limit, though, is a fifth. The Torah knows that if we were expected to give more than a fifth of our money it would be to our detriment. We would not be motivated to make the effort to be productive in the first place.

The Torah’s ways are pleasant and sharing one’s possessions up to a fifth is a natural, healthy way to live. We have to balance our priorities between ourselves and others. We must train ourselves in selflessness and sharing — but not to the extreme so that we feel cheated. It is human nature to rebel against work which is devoid of self-interest.

This is the reason Yosef succeeded where, for instance, modern-day Communism has failed. Soviet Russia had so much man-power, and access to so many natural resources that it is hard to imagine how they did not “bury” the Americans, as Soviet Premier Krushchev once brazenly promised. Yet their entire system fell apart by itself, ending up completely bankrupt. How? They reversed Yosef’s formula. They kept 80% of the productivity for themselves and gave the people maybe 20%. The people lacked motivation. And thus the Communist system crumbled from the inside.

The truth is that not only does taking more than 20% destroy natural human motivation, but it ends up corrupting people. People feel they are being taken advantage of and thus they cheat to take that to which they feel they have a right. A government has to spend an enormous amount of time and money to threaten, coerce, and chase after people who feel they are giving away more money than is reasonable. An inseparable rift develops. If the government would ask for 20% chances are the people would give it willingly without threats from excessively elaborate agencies of taxation, collection, and investigation. The government would end up with the necessary funds, plus an essentially satisfied, well-motivated population.

This is why, despite their hardship, the people were grateful to Yosef and willingly gave their lives to Pharaoh.

And they said, “You have saved our lives. Let us find favor in your eyes and we will be servants to Pharaoh.” (Genesis 47:25)	‘

VaYechi


CHAPTER 21

Peace And
Divisiveness

• Paradigm. Vision of the End of Days. Leaders and Followers. Esav, Spokesman for Yitzchak. Gather Yourselves Together.

And Israel dwelt in the land of Egypt, in the country of Goshen — they took possession of it, and grew, and multiplied exceedingly. And Yaakov lived in the land of Egypt seventeen years, so that the entire life of Yaakov was 147 years. (Genesis 47:27-28)

The life of Yaakov-Israel symbolizes the life-history of the Jewish People. Yaakov, as he is at the end of his life, with Yosef running Egypt, is like the Jewish People at the advent of Mashiach. Israel, the Jewish People, are here to “take possession” of the world and turn it back to G–d. This is what will happen when Mashiach comes. We, as a collective Yosef, will be in charge of all the wealth in the world and return it to G–d.

After Yaakov’s death, of course, everything he gained began to deteriorate. Yosef took over, but he, too, died. And then all the brothers died. And then the entire people degenerated. Instead of controlling Egypt, Egypt controlled them and brought them down to the lowest levels of defilement.

What can it be compared to? The Sages teach us that a child in the womb is taught the entire Torah but then the angel touches him just above his mouth at birth and he forgets everything. In other words, we were never as complete as the moment before we were born. We knew everything. But then the angel touched us and we forgot it all.

The Jewish People were never as complete as when Yaakov was alive in Egypt, but he died and they lost everything to the point that a couple of centuries later, before Moshe led them out of Egypt, they were in a devastated and empty state. That transition, from the height of accomplishment to the lowest level of devastation, is like the transition of a fetus from the womb to birth. One moment it knows everything. The next moment it loses everything. Losing everything, though, is called “birth.” Birth means we have absolutely zero but are in a position to begin reacquiring it all back.

The world with Mashiach at its head is an ideal yet to be realized. Yet, despite our spiritual poverty, it is an ideal which we know can be realized because we have a picture of it: the life of Israel, forefather of the Jewish People and paradigm of their historical experience. The contours of his days serve as a map so that we, the collective entity known as the people of Israel, can arrive at our historical destination.

Vision of the End of Days

And Yaakov called his sons and said, “Gather together and I will tell you what will happen in the end of days.” (Genesis 49:1)

The Sages tell us that Yaakov wanted to reveal to his sons the conditions of the final redemption but the Divine Presence suddenly became hidden from him and his prophecy vanished. Instead of telling them about Mashiach he gave them their respective blessings. The truth of the matter is, however, that in his words were hidden the core idea of the vision he lost.

The Sages teach that the reason for the present exile is sinas chinom, “baseless hatred.”108 Note the adjective “baseless.” It is natural for people to disagree with each other. Each person’s life is supposed to express something unique. Uniqueness is a hallmark of a person made in the unique image of G–d. Just as every letter in a Torah scroll is unique, so, too, every individual Jew expresses something unique. A tendency to argue and disagree, therefore, is in reality an indication of the presence of a strong drive for individual greatness. Shallow, weak-minded people rarely clash with each other.

Abraham’s unique expression was chessed, “kindness.” Yitzchak’s was gevurah, “strength.” Yaakov’s was tiferes, “beauty” (which blended the unique expressions of Abraham and Yitzchak). Yaakov, in turn, gave birth to twelve unique tribes. When these twelve tribes descended to Egypt they subdivided further into “seventy souls” (Genesis 46:27). These were in essence seventy expressions of Yaakov. Finally, these seventy became the 600,000 who stood at Sinai. Each expression is like a unique facet of a single diamond. Depending on your angle you will see a different picture.

It’s fine to be different — as long as you acknowledge that there are other valid angles as well. The problem is that sometimes a disagreement can get so out of hand that the validity of a different facet is not acknowledged. Yaakov’s mission in life was to create a single people made up of unique individuals, each with his own mission. Originally, Yaakov feared that the more tribes he gave birth to, and the more they would succeed expressing their individuality, the more friction he would create. Now, however, surrounded by his children at his deathbed, Yaakov realized that his life mission was complete. His children were living in peace. Yosef’s dream had come true, and Yehuda had acknowledged it. There were no more disagreements between them. Each saw the point of view of the other. This peace, this harmony, is the vision Yaakov foresaw for the end of days.

Therefore, he said to them, “Gather together . . . .” As long as you are “gathered together” and united “. . . I will tell you what will happen in the end of days.” Being “gathered together” is a precondition for the End of Days. What brings Mashiach? Harmony between the Jewish People.

Leaders and Followers

Almost invariably, whenever significant Jewish groups argued between themselves they each had a single, great, dominant leader — an elder. The problem was that his followers believed in him so completely that they did not accept any other leader. And that is what produced the ugliest disagreements.

You can be assured that a true Torah leader is not the cause of disunity among Jews. Every true leader is obligated to express his individuality. This is his uniqueness. Each true leader is responsible for a particular facet of the entire people. One emphasizes Torah. Another chessed. A third zealotry. Etc. Each contributes a vital ingredient to the whole mix. Nevertheless, when the followers of a particular leader follow him to the point that they believe no other legitimate group exists terrible fights ensue.

Esav, Spokesman for Yitzchak

Unfortunately, during the past 200 or 300 years there has been an enormous increase of animosities between Jewish groups. And this despite the fact that the leader, the elder, of a given particular group was personally a great man. This situation of inter-Jewish fighting causes great confusion. How can we attain clarity? By looking into the Torah to find a precedent.

One such precedent is the situation in Yitzchak’s house. Yitzchak, the holy man par excellence, had two children: Esav and Yaakov. And who was Yitzchak’s spokesman? “And Yitzchak loved Esav.” Esav was Yitzchak’s right-hand man. Esav not only presented himself as this holy man’s mouthpiece but even influenced Yitzchak’s decisions, as the Torah teaches, “game was in his mouth,” which the Sages interpret: he knew how to fool his father for personal ends. Yaakov, on the other hand, was the quiet one. His influence was suppressed. It does not take much to imagine how Esav used his influence to undermine Yaakov in the eyes of his father as much as possible. “Yaakov is a crook,” he would tell Yitzchak in subtle and not-so־subtle ways. “He only cares about himself.”

Do not deceive yourself by believing that Esav looked like a vile, evil criminal. To the contrary, he dressed in the full regalia befitting the right hand man of the generation’s leading spiritual figure. Similarly, the great prophet Elisha had a chief disciple named Gechazi, who turned out to be a corrupt, vile person. Outwardly, Esav and Gechazi looked like the most worthy and important of people. Inside they were just the opposite.

Now, in Yitzchak’s house the situation was saved by the presence of Rivka. She knew exactly what Esav was, and protected Yaakov. When Yitzchak became old and blind Esav dominated the house. He could “issue statements” in his father’s name and no one would know that he made them up. If Rivka would not have been in that house Yaakov would never have survived.

To my knowledge, whenever a Torah leader had a wife who possessed her own special greatness that leader was never misrepresented to the public. If there was no one around to watch, on the other hand, a vacuum was created for imperfect and even unscrupulous insiders who used the public esteem of the great rabbi for their own agenda. And that was usually when the worst fights and splits occurred.

I am saying this because we cannot deny that sometimes terrible feuds break out between various Jewish groups. When they do, we should not diminish the greatness of the leader. We can easily find precedents of unscrupulous insider at work who is stirring up trouble, issuing unauthorized statements, taking teachings out of context, making exaggerated claims, or even successfully feeding falsities to the tzaddik no less than Esav fed them to Yitzchak.

Reb Dovid Moshe of Chartakov, son of the Rizhiner, said that people who get close to great, holy people can go one of two ways. Either they become great and holy themselves or they become lowly and unholy. Holiness is like the sun. Either you get warmed up by it or burned up by it. Did you ever wonder why Zechariah the prophet was killed specifically in the precincts of the Bais HaMikdash, the holiest place in the world? Because it was surrounded by the most unholy murderers. To live so close to holiness you either become holy yourself or you cannot handle it and become the opposite.

In the depths of our souls, each of us is rooted in one of the seventy elders of the generation. And it is our obligation to identify that elder and stay true to the path he sets for us. While we do that, though, we must acknowledge that there are other paths, represented by other great leaders. We must not elevate our greatness through denigrating the greatness of the other. We have to follow our path. The other person has to follow his. What is right for you may not be right for him. And vice-versa. While expressing your individuality you must cultivate tolerance. Just as there are “seventy facets to Torah” — all equally true — so there are in any given generation seventy authentic elders teaching their respective authentic truths.

Gather Yourselves Together

“Gather yourselves together, and hear, you sons of Yaakov; listen to Yisrael you father . . . .”

The forefather from whom the Jewish People issued had two names: Yaakov and Yisrael. The name Yaakov was given him because he was born “holding onto the heel of his brother Esav.” Yaakov, like the heel, therefore represents his lower aspect. Yisrael, on the other hand, is the name he received after attaining the peak of achievement. That is why the letters of Yisrael can be rearranged to read: li rosh — “To Me, the head.”109 The head is the top or peak of the person.

When the Jewish People have a true elder, a leader, a “head,” we are unified, existing in our peak state, our Yisrael state. When we do not — when his disciples are in charge (the “sons of Yaakov”) — we are in a fragmented, disunited Yaakov state.

Every pyramid has its peak. The peak is its center. From that center it spans out downwardly, getting wider and wider, diversifying and dispersing, until it bottoms out at the four comers. Just as a pyramid peak unifies the diverse elements beneath it, so, too, a true Torah leader. When we “listen to Yisrael [our] father” we come together as one — despite our diversity. The more united we are, the more worthy we are of being called “Yisrael.”


CHAPTER 22

Yaakov Never
Died

• Yaakov Did Not Die. Burial. Esav’s Head at Yaakov’s Feet.

Then he instructed them and said to them, “I am about to be gathered to my people. Bury me in the cave that is in the field of Ephron the Hittite . . . . When Yaakov finished instructing his sons, he drew his feet into the bed. He expired and was gathered to his people. (Genesis 49:29,33)

Yaakov’s unique mission was to build the Jewish nation. Even Abraham and Yitzchak were not assigned that task. Abraham was assigned the task of supplying the character trait of chessed (kindness-love) to the Jewish nation; Yitzchak the trait of gevurah (strength-fear). Those are the two basic components from which the Jewish People are built — but Yaakov’s job was to master both traits and blend them into one personality which would serve as the archetype for the Jewish nation.

As we explained before (Chapter 3), Abraham’s trait of chessed untempered by Yitzchak’s trait of gevurah produced Yishmael, a person given to the pursuit of his lusts. Fear puts breaks on a person’s unabandoned pursuit of his desires and thus harnesses it for the good. Lacking the trait of gevurah Yishmael expressed Abraham’s chessed in a dark, negative way.

Yitzchak’s trait of gevurah untempered by chessed produced Esav, a murderer. Esav was the expression of gevurah in a dark, negative way.

Yaakov is tiferes, “beauty,” because he blended both traits. Yaakov is also associated with ernes, truth. The “whole truth” encompasses everything, including the seemingly opposite traits of love and fear.

We are called the children of Abraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov. Nevertheless, the true seed, which encompasses the entirety of the Jewish nation, comes from Yaakov. Yaakov did not give birth to a Yishmael or an Esav. Each of his sons were worthy to be founders of a tribe. Yaakov, in his entirety, was the seedling of the Jewish nation. Just as a seed contains everything of the eventual tree in it, so too Yaakov (unlike Abraham or Yitzchak alone) contained everything of the eventual Jewish nation.

This gives us the foundation for explaining the otherwise cryptic statement by the sages that “Yaakov did not die.”

Yaakov Did Not Die

Rabbi Yochanan said, “Our father Yaakov did not die.”

Rabbi Nachman responded, “Was it for nothing that the mourners mourned and the embalmers embalmed and the buriers buried?”

He replied, “I am expounding a verse: ‘Therefore, do not fear, O Yaakov, My Servant, says Hashem; and do not be dismayed, O Yisrael, for I will save you from afar, and your descendants from captivity.’110 Yaakov is thus equated with his descendants. Just as his descendants are alive, so is he. (Taanis 5b)

The simple meaning of the phrase, “I am about to be gathered to my people . . .” is that Yaakov is telling his sons he is about to die. Why, however, is death called being “gathered to [one’s] people”? Is there a difference between “dying” and being “gathered to [one’s] people”?

“Death” implies the person no longer exists. Being “gathered to my people” implies that whatever the deceased represented was “gathered” into and distributed among others. Even though the person no longer exists in a physical sense he is very much alive in a spiritual sense — his influence, his personality, is still operating in the world.

Yaakov never died. The individual called Yaakov is no longer here, but the collective unit known as Yaakov is very much alive. His being is present in the collective Jewish Nation. Yaakov represented a universal message which, by the end of his life, transcended the single being who walked the earth some 3,500 years ago. The message of the individual, which is universal and eternal, became the message ingrained in the Jewish Nation.

This is more or less the straight-forward explanation of the statement that Yaakov never died. In order to understand another perspective we must first explain the Jewish concept of burial.

Burial

“. . . Bury me in the cave that is in the field of Ephron the Hittite . . . .”

What is the idea of burial? Burial is an indication that one believes in life after death. Moreover, it is an acknowledgment that one’s body will be “recycled,’ i.e. resurrected, on the Yom HaDin, the Great Day of Judgment.

In the Torah outlook, the body is made in the Image of G–d. As such, it possesses a natural eternity. Thus, the body is not merely a temporary house for the soul, but as Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto explains, we are here to infuse our body with so much soul that it, too, becomes purified and enlightened with the aura of holiness and eternity.

Imagine what happens to meat when a holy person consumes it. The energy of the animal gets “transformed or “converted” into the cells and substance of a person.111” Similarly, so to speak, the process of life transforms the energy of the body into a part of the soul. Our body becomes a portion of our soul. This is the idea of the Resurrection of the Dead, which is one of the central beliefs of Judaism. A life of Torah and mitzvos transforms the energy of the actions performed by our animalistic bodily into the spiritual lifeblood of our existence in the ultimate World To Come.

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto explains further that if Adam had never sinned it would have been possible for us to accomplish this total bodily purification in our lifetimes, without the necessity of death. Because of Adam’s sin, however, it is impossible for even the most righteous individual to “transform” 100 percent of his bodily life into spiritual life. The body will always retain some aspect, however small, of the original pollution caused by Adam. We should strive to come as close as possible to that 100 percent purity, and the truly righteous do indeed come very close, but the damage caused by Adam’s sin has never been completely repaired.

This is why allowing the body to decay naturally in the grave is a reflection of belief in the Resurrection of the Dead. To explain it metaphorically, imagine an expensive crystal vase which cracks into two or three pieces. It is possible to glue the pieces back together. If, however, the crystal is smashed into millions of tiny pieces glue will not work. The only alternative, then, would be to take the pieces, reduce them to sand, as they originally were, and then remake the vase exactly as it was.

The same is true for the body. Because of Adam’s sin, no matter how holy a life the person lived his body has to be put back into the ground where it will return to its original state — “you came from dust, and to dust you will return.” When the body decomposes, the pollution from Adam’s sin also decomposes and vanishes. On the Great Day of Judgment, when Adam’s original sin will be completely repaired, the person whose life was imbued with Torah and mitzvos will be worthy of bodily resurrection.

Burial which allows for the fastest, natural form of decomposition, then, reflects the belief that one is preparing oneself for the Great Day of Judgment when all worthy people will have their bodies restored to them forever. A grave is a “temporary storage place” where the body returns to its origins so that one day it will be worthy to be rebuilt.

When Yaakov finished instructing his sons he drew his feet into the bed. He expired and was gathered to his people.

The Torah is not a book of poetry. What, then, is the purpose of the statement that Yaakov “drew his feet into his bed”? A person is not in essence his feet. Feet are like a “cane,” a “car” — they help but it is certainly possible to survive without them. Feet represent the seemingly secondary, non-essential aspects of a person. The statement that Yaakov drew in his feet implies that even the most mundane part of his life was recycled for the good and thus worthy of resurrection. He did not take one “footstep” which was purposeless.

This is the deeper understanding of “Yaakov never died.” Death really means you lose something forever. Yaakov, however, collected even his feet. Nothing was lost. Everything was fit for techias hameisim, resurrection. Thus, no part of him died: no part of his life went unconverted.

Esav’s Head at Yaakov’s Feet

And his sons did to him as he has commanded them; for his sons carried him into the land of Canaan, and buried him in the field of the cave of Machpelah . . . . (Genesis 50:12-13)

Our Sages relay a tradition about the burial of Yaakov in Canaan. When this “very great entourage” of people arrived at the Cave of Machpelah, Esav stopped them and contended that the final, remaining sepulcher in the cave belonged to him, not Yaakov. On the surface, he was laying claim to a certain physical burial plot. The Sages are hinting to us, however, that in actuality he was claiming that he, not Yaakov, was the extension of Abraham and Yitzchak.

Esav never denied the message of Yaakov: that G–d desired to create an Eternal People. He just believed that he was the one destined to deliver that message. The fact that he was unworthy (and, of all people, his brother Yaakov was the worthy one) was the most important underlying factor in Esav’s psychological makeup. It was this fact which Esav denied with all his might; it was this inner truth which became the true source of his violent hatred for Yaakov, and indeed the source of all future anti-Semitism.112

The Sages say that Esav delayed Yaakov’s burial. As Yaakov’s family was waiting Chushim the son of Dan, who was deaf, observed the great commotion and understood that Esav was the cause for the delay. He took a club and struck Esav on the head.”113 Esav’s decapitated head rolled to Yaakov’s feet and was buried in the Cave.114

Symbolically, the teaching is that Esav’s thoughts, his philosophies, were essentially on target. He just never lived up to them. His head, therefore, was worthy of burial in the Cave of the Patriarchs — but not the rest of his body, not his heart.

In an even deeper sense, the Sages are teaching us the epilogue to the entire Yaakov-Esav saga. When Yaakov was born he was “holding the heel of Esav.” His head was at the feet of Esav. When he died, however, the positions were reversed. Esav’s head was at the feet of Yaakov. Yaakov was called Yisrael — li rosh, “My head.” He had completed his life’s mission. He had earned for himself the position of forefather, head of the Eternal people, Israel. His life was truly complete and had come full circle. Indeed, he had climbed the ladder all the way to the top as he had dreamed.


SUPPLEMENT

The Vav of Gachon
And The Primeval
Snake

The material in this chapter is based on material in Chapter 15, describing the significance of the names: Yehuda and Yosef. Refer there first for a proper understanding of the material here.

The first two letters of the four letter name Havaya are the yud and the hey. Our Sages tell us that with these letters G–d created two worlds.115 With the yud He created heaven, or the spiritual world. With the hey He created the earth, or the physical world. Yud thus represents spirituality. That is why it is the smallest letter: it is essentially a dot, the least physical mark possible, the most “ethereal” of the letters. A hey, by contrast, is large and has four comers. The number four represents the physical, material world (“the four corners of the earth”). Any object of the physical world can be discussed as having four basic dimensions. Hence, yud is the Divine world, hey the material world.

The final two letters of the name Havaya — vav and hey — are essentially extensions of the first two, and thus represent actualization of the divine potential in the created world. First, let us consider the vav. A vav is made by extending a yud down to the baseline. The idea is “drawing the Divine down” into the earthly. I am accepting Hashem as my king. I am receiving Him down into me.

The second hey of Havaya (the fourth of the four letters) teaches the same basic idea. A hey is formed from a combination of the letters dalet and yud (or, as we will explain, in some scripts, dalet and vav). A hey, therefore, is the combination of a dalet, the poor person — the Yehuda who can say, “I am nothing” — along with the yud which represents Hashem. Now, in ksav Ari (the Arizal script) the first and second hey of Havaya are formed differently. The first, or “upper” hey of Havaya, is formed as a combination of the dalet and yud, while the second, or “lower” hey is a combination of dalet and vav. In both scripts the dalet is the same; what is different is the yud and the vav. It is as if the yud of the “upper” hey is extended down into the vav of the “lower” hey. Thus, even the two heys in Havaya represent the idea of extending the yud into a vav.

The idea, put simply, is this: Yud represents divinity (tzelem Elokim, the Divine Image) in a potential state while vav is divinity actualized in the created world, in the human being. The two latter (or “lower”) letters — vav, hey — thus represent the actualization of the two former (or “upper”) letters —yud, hey — in G–d’s name.

Now, as we said (Chapter 15), Yehuda’s name and the essential, four-letter name of G–d (Havaya) share the same letters with one exception. Yehuda’s name is spelled with an extra dalet. The placement of this dalet is significant. Yehuda is spelled yud, hey, vav followed by a dalet and then a hey. The dalet signifies the human being who is a dal, a “poor” person, in the positive sense. He is “impoverished” of ego, self-centeredness, “me.” As such he makes himself a clear vessel for the will of Hashem and so allows the power of yud, hey, vav to flow through him and out into the world, as expressed by the final hey. The human ideal, then, is to make oneself into a “dalet” in order to let Hashem flow through you.

Yosef’s name, too, (in Psalm 81) begins with a yud, hey, vav but then ends in samach, fey. We have already discussed the significance of this in Chapter 15.

Yosef and Yehuda, the brothers who represent the leadership of the Jewish People, are opposed by two worldly forces: Yavan (Greece) and Amalek, respectively. Yavan’s ancestral line begins with Yefes, the son of Noah. Yefes’s name is related to the Hebrew word for “beauty.” And that is why Greek, Hellenistic culture is synonymous with worship of external beauty (hedonism, Olympiads, glorification of the nude body, etc.). Yavan, then, comes to counter Yosef, whose mother Rachel is described as exceptionally beautiful, who himself is exceptionally beautiful, and who ultimately represents true, lasting, internal beauty. Greek culture, or Yavan’s superficiality, represents the attempt to suppress true beauty as embodied in Yosef.

This can be seen in the way Yavan is spelled — yud, vav, final-nun. The letters form a progression extending downward. The yud is a small dot. Vav is a yud extended down to the baseline. Final-nun is a vav extended below the baseline. Unlike Yehuda, Yavan does not allow the vav to flow through him (by making himself a dalet). He takes the vav, which represents human accomplishment, and extends it further below, as if to imply that the human being is the end goal: “My strength and my hand, has accomplished this.” Thus, the final-nun represents the great sin of absolute ego-centricity.

In a fascinating parallel, the middle letter of the Five Books of Moses is a vav of the word gachon (“belly” of a snake).116 This vav is not written in the usual way, according to tradition. Rather it has to be written elongated so that it appears similar to a final-nun. In other words, the middle letter of the entire Torah is an enlarged vav, which looks like the final-nun of Yavan. And where is this enlarged vav found? Smack in the “belly” of the word gachon, the primeval snake!

If, as the Maharal teaches, every vav is an extension of yud (and yud represents divinity) we have an enigma. What is this letter, which represents divinity extended into the created world, doing in the belly of the primeval snake? Couldn’t G–d have found a better place in the Torah to place this middle letter? The answer is that its position is perfectly calculated. In actuality, it expresses the absolute free will of the human being.

A vav represents divinity extended down into the human being. It is a type of divine grace. Even one who is worthy of this divine grace retains his free will, though. If he accepts it with humility (i.e. takes the vav and follows it with a dalet) then he is Yehuda, a truly divine person whose being expresses Hashem’s majesty. If, on the other hand, he takes this divine grace (in the form of the vav) and glorifies himself with it he extends the vav into a final-nun. Then he is Yavan, this hedonistic, ego-centric snake, embodied in the depravity of Greek civilization.

The Staff of Leadership

Now we are in a position to look at an incident in the Torah in a fascinating and new way. When Moshe stood before the burning bush and was told he would be sent on a mission to redeem the Children of Israel he asked for a sign to give the people. Hashem said, “What is that in your hand?”

“A staff,” Moshe answered. The staff — a long, straight stick — is a vav which can turn into that long final-nun of Yavan, the enlarged vav of gachon. The fact that it was in Moshe’s hand signified the dangers of leadership. The final-nun represents human achievement extended beyond the bounds of humility. A leader can come to think that he, alone, has the right to call all the shots.

“Throw it down to the ground,” Hashem told him. He did and the staff turned into a snake. It was Hashem’s way of impressing on him the danger of misappropriating divine power. If you are humble, Hashem was telling Moshe, the vav can be your most powerful ally. That is, if you follow the vav with a dalet — if you accept it with absolute humility. If, on the other hand, you fail to acknowledge Hashem as the source of that power, then you turn into a snake.

Hashem eventually told Moshe to grab the snake by the tail. He was telling him about the power of teshuva. Even if you turn into a snake and abuse the divine power you can grab it by the tail, so to speak, and return it into a staff, a positive power. Teshuva means that a person can always humbly submit to and acknowledge the dominance of the Divine Will.

The Spine and the Snake

Taking this further, let us analyze a statement of the Sages who teach the very cryptic idea that “the spine of one who fails to bow down during the Modim [of the shmoneh esrai prayer] turns into a snake.” What does this mean?

The four letters of G–d’s written name, Havaya, (yud-hey-vav-hey) correspond to the four letters of the way that name is pronounced, Adon-ai (aleph, dalet, nun, yud). (Prayer books based on mystical systems place between the four letter name of G–d the letters other letters spelling the name Adon-ai) Adon-nai — means “My master. The idea is that each time we bow during the shmoneh esrai there is a two-way interaction with Hashem taking place. Each time we bow, and thereby make Hashem our “Master,” we raise” one of the letters of Adon-ai and simultaneously “bring down” the corresponding letter of Havaya.

Now, there are four points during the shmoneh esrai (the central prayer in the entire prayer service) when we bow down. Thus, the first time we bow, raise up the letter alef of the name, Adon-ai. Hashem, in turn, so to speak, then gives us the first letter of His name, yud. The second time we bow we raise up a dalet and Hashem gives us the first hey of His name. The third time we bow is during Modim. Modim corresponds to the third letter (vav) of Hashem’s name. We thus raise a nun while Hashem sends down a vav. The fourth time, Hashem gives us a hey and we raise a yud.

This enables us to explain why “the spine of one who fails to bow down during the Modim prayer of shmoneh esrai turns into a snake.” Modim is the third act of bowing in the shmoneh esrai. If we bow during Modim, we bring down the third letter, the vav, of Hashem’s name (the third letter of Havaya) and raise the third letter, the nun, of Adon-nai. If, however, we fail to bow, the nun, which is shaped like a bent person, becomes an erect final-nun, that enlarged vav of the word gachon, snake.

Inability to acknowledge the divine source of human achievement is the trait of Yavan, who takes the vav and turns it into a final-nun. Bowing breaks the nun in half. A regular nun actually looks like a person bowed at the waist. A final-nun looks like the erect person, the arrogant human being who refuses to acknowledge the kingship of G–d. This was Yavan. This, too, is the person who refuses to bow at Modim and acknowledge Hashem. And this is why the word Modim shares the same root word as Yehuda’s name, hoda’a, which means to “acknowledge.” When we bow at Modim we break the power of the snake, of our excessive self-glorification, and acknowledge Hashem, the Higher Power who dominates our lives.
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51.  Pesachim 49b.

52.  Of course, I am not saying we should give our children everything. There are unfortunately many children today who are so spoiled that they think they deserve everything. This is not love. This is exploitation. Such parents are teaching their children how to exploit them. The children become professional manipulators. And later they learn to do it to their husbands or wives.

53.  Tanchuma, Lech-Lecha 9.

54.  Berachos 60a; Midrash.

55.  Genesis 28:18.

56.  See Chapter 14, Kosher Money.

57.  Lavan thought his son-in-law was a fool when Yaakov offered to shepherd his flock of white sheep in exchange for keeping any speckled sheep which happened to be born. The Torah relates, however, that Yaakov manipulated nature and was able to encourage the birth of speckled sheep.

58.  Chullin 91b.

59.  Ezekiel 36:26.

60.  Psalms 34:15.

61.  Bava Basra 123a.

62.  Sanhedrin 97a.

63.  Ramban cites the opinion of the Radak that “hated” here cannot be understood literally since the previous verse states that Yaakov loved Rachel more than Leah, implying that Leah was also loved. The meaning here, rather, is that in comparison to Yaakov’s intense love for Rachel, Leah felt hated.

64.  Genesis 48:22.

65.  Jeremiah 31:14.

66.  A stimulant for pregnancy.

67.  Their competitiveness, the Kuzari and other sources relate, was directed toward building the twelve tribes. Each wanted to give birth to as many children as possible. (Cf. Rashi to 30:20.)

68.  Berachos 60a, cited in Rashi.

69.  Bava Kama 92a.

70.  Beraishis Rabbah 78:15.

71.  Eruvin 13b.

72.  Beraishis Rabbah.

73.  Misakein olam bimalchus Shakkai [Alenu prayer],

74.  Chullin 91a.

75.  As indeed symbolized by Jacob’s wrestling and ultimately defeating the angel (even though he is called a “man” see Genesis 32:31 and Judges 13:21) who told him his name was Israel (Genesis 32:26–29). This angel was the representative of evil (Tanchuma 8; Zohar 1:170a; cf. Chullin 91b; Beraishis Rabbah 77:2, 78:6).

76.  This is also connected to Yaakov’s dream. “The ladder (sulam) stands on the ground and reaches into heaven.” Sulam has the same numerical value as money (mamon). The idea is that Yaakov takes the material world and raises it to heaven. He can use money for spiritual ends.

77.  Exodus 31:4.

78.  Zechariah 4:6.

79.  Genesis 29:35; cf. 49:8. As Rashi explains, Leah was saying she received more than she deserved. The is the root meaning of the dalet, the “poor person,” to feel that one received more than what one deserved.

80.  Avos 2:19; cf. Rambam.

81.  The Jewish people were praised for saying na’aseh vnishma (Shmos 24:7). Yehuda is na’aseh, “we will do,” while Yosef is nishma, “we will understand.” Yehuda does Hashem’s will regardless of whether he understands it or not. Yosef seeks to understand to the best of his ability why Hashem wills us to do something.

82.  Psalm 81. This is the Psalm for the fifth day (Thursday). There is a deep idea here. Each day of the six days of creation corresponds to a one thousand year period (Ramban). The fifth day corresponds to the fifth millennium. According to our Sages, the fifth millennium is the beginning of the “Era of the Messiah.” Until the open arrival of Mashiach ben David, though, this era is marked by the deepest exile and most agonizing suffering (see our book, Darkness Before Dawn for why this is so). Psalm 81, which has this unusual spelling of Yehosef, is said on the fifth day as an allusion to the fact that our collective test parallels the test Yosef faced in the dark exile of Egypt.

[Note, moreover, that Yosef’s three tests are 1) being sold into slavery by his brothers; 2) the attempted seduction by Potipher’s wife; 3) the possession of status and power at the head of Egypt. Similarly, this long exile began with Jew fighting against Jew, leading to the destruction of the Temple by the Romans on Tisha B’Av. This corresponds to the brothers selling Yosef into slavery. Then, during the Middle Ages the test was succumbing to the “seduction” of Christianity and Islam. This corresponds to Potipher’s wife. Now, with the beginning of the modern era, the test is that of wealth, status, power offered by the Western democracies. This corresponds to Yosef’s rise to power at the head of Egypt. We, collectively, are reliving Yosef’s tests.]

83.  Sota 12a.

84.  This, too, is alluded in the name Havaya. Kabbalah teaches there are ten sefiros, ten divine emanations. The first is keser, “crown.” This is represented by the ornamental points (literally, “crowns”) which go on top of the yud. The yud itself represents the second sefirah, Chochma (Knowledge). The first hey represents the third sefirah, Binah (Understanding). The vav, whose numerical value is six, represents the next six sefiros. And the final hey represents the tenth sefirah, Malchus or Kingship. Thus, the culmination of the emanatory process, represented by the final hey of Havaya, is kingship.

85.  Sukkah 52b.

86.  Zechariah 9:9.

87.  Psalms 8:6.

88.  To see how the Yosef trait untempered can lead to arrogance, see the next chapter concerning the incident of Yeravem ben Nevat, a descendant of Yosef. To see how it can lead to excessive control, consider the incident at the end of the parsha when Yosef interprets the dreams of Pharaoh’s servants, one of whom (the cupbearer) is restored to his original position in the royal palace. Yosef then asks the cupbearer to mention him in a positive way to Pharaoh when he would be freed (40:14). “If only you would remember me . . . and mention me to Pharaoh.” Although it seemed like a natural request for Yosef to make he is criticized for it, and, in fact, was condemned (by Divine Providence) to remain in prison an extra two years (Rashi 40:23). Because he put his trust in the cupbearer rather than G–d he was punished. This is hard to understand since a person is in fact required to make hishtadlus, i.e. some “effort” to bring about the Divine Will. It is not enough to believe and do nothing. Why then was Yosef punished?

The answer is that he should have made the effort, but only in an absolutely minimal way. He should have said only, “Remember me” (zachartani) once. Instead he said it twice: “If only you would remember me . . . and mention me (v’hizchartani) to Pharaoh.” For someone on Yosef’s level this was more than was absolutely necessary. He was pushing the situation. In response for trying to push the situation before its time he was punished by having the situation drag on longer than was originally planned. The truth is that this was not so much a punishment, as a “result.” In any given person’s divine plan there are certain conditional events. In other words, it is decreed that you are going to have a bad situation happen to you if you do nothing about it. Written into the plan, however, is the assurance that if you do something about it (i.e. hishtadlus) you can get yourself out of the trouble. In actuality, Yosef’s over-dependence on the cupbearer created a passivity in him toward the possibility of Hashem’s deliverance, which can come in the twinkling of an eye.” He put his mazal in the hands of a human, so the “result” was his deliverance came at the hands of a human, much later, not at the hands of Hashem.

89.  Rashi from Beraishis Rabbah.

90.  Beraishis Rabbah.

91.  Tanchuma Yasharv, Midrash; cf. Moreh Nevuchim 2:6.

92.  The Sages teach that Tamar was a daughter [or grand-daughter] of Shem who was a kohen (Genesis 14:18). And the law, as articulated in Leviticus 21:9, states that the daughter of a kohen who is unchaste after betrothal or marriage is to receive the death penalty by burning.

93.  Sota 10b.

94.  Targum Yonason.

95.  Sanhedrin 102a.

96.  Avos 4:2.

97.  Rashi 39:1, citing the Midrash.

98.  See Rashi.

99.  Sota 35b.

100.  It should further be noted that her husband was a eunuch and thus incapable of having children. (It was common for the servants of Pharaohs and kings to sterilize themselves as a gesture of their total devotion.)

101.  This is the same term used to describe the special case (miyun) of a girl whose family arranged for her marriage when she was a minor but who “refused” the marriage when she came of age.

102.  “And it was like this day” (Genesis 39:11) — it was a festival day when all went to their temple. She, however, feigned illness and stayed home, for she said, “I will never have such an opportunity to seduce Yosef’like this day.’” (Sota 36b)

103.  Sota 36b.

104.  See Volume 1, Chapter 13.

105.  Sanhedrin 97a.

106.  The same is true for a given individual’s redemption, symbolized by Yosef. The second you recognize the Yosef in you — that is your personal redemption.

107.  Sanhedrin 107b.

108.  Yoma 9a.

109.  Eohar.

110.  Jeremiah 30:10.

111.  The Rabbis teach that an om ha’aretz does not have the right to eat meat. The reason is because his consumption of meat does not transform the animal into a higher, human form. Just the opposite occurs. In his shallowness and ignorance, he takes the human form and reduces it to the animal form.

112.  See Choose Life!, Chapter 5.

113.  Sota 13a.

114.  Pirkei D’Rebbi Eliezer 36.

115.  Menachos 29b.

116.  Leviticus 11:42.
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