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Behold, days are coming, says the Lord G-d, when I will send a famine in the land; not a famine for bread, nor a thirst for water, but for hearing the words of G-d.

Amos 8:11


DAYS
ARE
COMING

Rising to the Challenge of History’s Most Crucial Time

by

Rabbi Ezriel Tauber

adapted and written by

Yaakov Astor


Note to the reader: All characters portrayed in this book are fictional. Any similarity in personality or name is coincidental.

Second Edition 1992
Hardcover ISBN 1-878999-09-5
Softcover ISBN 1-878999-10-9

Copyright © 1991 by Shalheves.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or by any means, including photocopying, without permission in writing from the publisher.







	Shalheves
	Wholesale Distribution:



	P.O. Box 361
	Feldheim Publishers



	Monsey, N.Y. 10952
	New York, Jerusalem



	(914) 356-3515
	





“ . . . her flashes are like the flashes of fire, the flame of G-d (Shalheves Kah).”

(Shir HaShirim 8:6)



CONTENTS

PREFACE

WRITER’S INTRODUCTION

PART I

1. FOOTSTEPS

In the Shade of Abraham’s Tree

2. PROPHECIES MATERIALIZED IN OUR TIMES

The Teshuva Prophecy, Verse One

The Spiritual Holocaust

The Teshuva Prophecy, Verse Two

Isaiah: Distant Ones and Close Ones

The Light at the End of the Tunnel

Malachi: The Hearts of the Fathers

Zohar: The Wellsprings of Knowledge

Devarim: ‘Not in Heaven’

Tana D’bei Eliyahu: Learning Groups

Hoshea and Isaiah: The End of Days

The Wailing Wall Prophecy

The Milah Prophecy

Ramak: ‘Peace’ Conferences

3. THE 15 SIGNS

1: Chutzpah

2: Inflation Plus Recession

3: Addictive Wine

4: Governmental Atheism

5: No Reproof

6: Places of Worship Misused

7: Torah Centers Destroyed

8: Borders Disappear

9: Wisdom and Piety Ridiculed

10: The Breakdown of Truth

11: Lack of Respect for Elders

12: Enemies Under One Roof

13: A Generation with the Face of a Dog

14: Lack of Shame in Front of Fathers

15: Nothing Left To Do

Future Change

PART II

THE SPIRITUAL HOLOCAUST AND THE FOUR EXILES

The Exile State-Of-Mind

Sodom

The Four Exiles

Head, Heart, and Liver

Abraham and the Four Exiles

Redemption From Edom

Surviving Edom Today

Think About This

GLOSSARY

REFERENCES
PREFACE

OUR MATRIARCH, LEAH, after she gave birth to her fourth son, said: “This time I will thank G-d.” As Rashi, the great Biblical scholar and commentator, explains: “. . . because I took more than I deserve in giving birth to a fourth child. I will therefore call his name Yehudah.”

The root of the name Yehudah means ‘to thank.’ The Jewish people are identified with the name Yehudah (Judah, from which the word ‘Jew’ originated) because they are always in a thanking position. Thanking implies that you feel you received more than you deserved.

Now that the Almighty has helped me publish a fourth book, I feel the full humility of receiving way beyond what I deserve. And, therefore, I am full of thanks to Him. Although I felt similarly after completing the first book, I did not feel as overwhelmed with thanks as I feel now.

People have responded beyond my expectations to the first three books.* Many of them have told me how those books helped change their lives. When I hear that, I feel totally undeserving, and I do not understand. I know that my books on Torah outlook and hashkafa cannot compare to the books produced by famous scholars. Yet, at the same time, I receive a lot of very positive feedback and appreciative thanks. And, therefore, I feel obligated to continue.

A well-known proverb goes: ‘I may not possess wisdom, but I possess experience.’ My personal life experience encompasses three worlds: Nazi-occupied Europe, post-1948 Israel, and modern-day America. Living through the Holocaust, emigrating to Israel in 1949, and then moving with my family to America in 1954, I feel that the Master of the Universe has given me a unique and broad blend of life experiences with which to relate to other Jews.

Furthermore, I had the privilege of learning for two years in the Yeshiva of Nitra, in Mount Kisco, under the tutelage of Rabbi Michoel Dov Weissmandel, zt’l. Totally taken by his presence, those two years were extremely important. His every word and facial expression pounded the same message into me: responsibility towards G-d, responsibility towards klal Yisroel (the Jewish people), and responsibility towards the world.

Rabbi Weissmandel once remarked that the changes which took place from the mid 1930s to the mid 1950s were equivalent to changes which previously would have taken five hundred years to come about. (And that accelerated pace continues today with such events as the downfall of Communism and the emergence of the Teshuva Movement.) Despite this, there is a unifying thread to the experiences of the generations which grew up since the beginnings of World War II. And that is: the challenge to grow in our appreciation of G-d and Torah. It is in regard to this that I feel my experience has value for others.

Of course, I cannot take credit for any insights and teachings which I may convey in this book. I know that if not for the support, insight, and understanding bequeathed to me by my parents, my teachers, and ultimately by G-d, through His Torah, I would never have survived, and I certainly would not have thrived. They have provided me with the most important skill necessary for survival today: clarity.

There is nothing more powerful than clarity. If we do not understand who we are, where we came from, where we are going, and what we are surrounded by — then life’s difficulties will overwhelm us. The more you understand — the clearer you are in your thinking — the more you can resist all temptations and overcome all tests.

Of course, by no means do I take credit for any of this. I am nothing more than a telephone line through which this information is passed. I owe everything to the One Above, who gave me the merit to be a vehicle for expressing these thoughts.
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IN THIS FOURTH BOOK, we have personified the four types of Jewish sons as they are described in the Passover Hagaddah. We have sketched them and brought them to the dialogue table, so to speak. Each one has a chance to express his position.

The two Holocaust survivors, the son of a secular Israeli, and a young American searching for meaning are all fictionalized representations of people whom I have met and dealt with. Even more so, each represents a period in my life. In their questions can be heard a dialogue that I had either within myself or with others. And, therefore, each represents a conflict which I went through.

In the course of the dialogue, the issue of the Holocaust is raised several times. However, please note that we have reserved a more complete Jewish response to “Why the Holocaust?” for a companion volume entitled, Darkness Before Dawn. It covers much of my understanding of the Jewish philosophical outlook on the Holocaust (and other Jewish suffering), and is drawn heavily from the writings of the great scholar and sage, the Maharal of Prague, especially from one of his masterpieces, Netzach Yisroel (Eternal Israel).

In this book, I am primarily sharing with you my last decade and a half of involvement in the Teshuva Movement, which I view as the first crack of dawn after the darkest part of a dark night.

The fact is that the occurrence of some type of Teshuva Movement signalling the approach of the Messianic Age is one of the most clearly prophesied events in the Torah, in both the Written Torah and the Oral Torah. Therefore, it is the prophecies specifically predicting teshuva, a return to Jewish roots, which form the focus of this book. However, I feel that this book is more than just a book about prophecies foretelling the Teshuva Movement. It is designed to help one learn how to capitalize on these times of challenge.

The rekindled interest and return of so many young people to their Jewish roots is a message for all Jews — those raised in non-Torah-observant homes, or in semi-Torah-observant homes, as well as those raised in Torah- observant homes. These ‘returnees’ are undergoing a process which the entire Jewish world has to undergo sooner or later. And, therefore, it is,, they who are the role-models, the front-line soldiers, the inspiration.

And since their initiative is really a message for all Jews, we have included in our dialogue all types of contemporary Jews. Although some of the characters herein have not resolved their particular conflict, each one is confronted with the inner turmoil specific to him. This does not always produce easy answers, as is true in life, but it at least represents a willingness to take part in the growth process, a process that too many of us have feared, forgotten, or given up on. And, to me, the key to that process entails turning to G-d.

All of us have to cast our burdens upon G-d in our own way. But we all have to do it. Otherwise, the pain becomes compounded by meaninglessness.

No one’s pain is meaningless. The chore of finding meaning, though, is difficult and painful in its own right. That should not stop us, though. Yet, I fear that this is what has happened to us as a people. We have stopped taking part in the process of turning to our Maker to seek meaning for our perceived meaninglessness.

That is why an event like the Teshuva Movement is such an exciting occurrence. The pain of these young people, who oftentimes have found themselves drowning in the meaninglessness of affluent Western society and values, is different from the pain of the Holocaust survivor. Yet, the pain which these sensitive young people feel is very real, and in some ways is equal to and even supersedes that of the Holocaust survivors.

Lacking hang-ups or preconceived notions about their religion, they have been willing to submit to the process of reflection, reevaluation, and change. They have turned to their Maker and asked, “Why has this happened to me? What is the meaning of it?” That is a Jewish response. And we would all do well to learn from them in this regard.

And that is the real goal of this book: To learn how to respond in an authentic Jewish fashion to the world as it is in this day and age. The prophecies are only means to that goal. Yes, they raise eyebrows and give one pride in the insight of the Jewish Torah. However, more importantly, they give us the clarity to connect the past to the future, and help us realize that the present is still part of an ongoing process of exile and redemption, of destruction and rebirth.

I hope that this book will arouse further interest in Torah and Judaism. It should serve as a springboard of growth for all those whose hearts still beat Jewish, so that they will be able to build themselves and their own children until biyas Go-ale, the coming of the Redeemer.

Ezriel Tauber
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* Choose Life!: The Purpose of Creation. To Become One: The Torah Outlook on Marriage. I Shall Not Want: The Torah Outlook on Working for a Living.
WRITER’S INTRODUCTION

I DO NOT WISH TO NEEDLESSLY LENGTHEN the preliminary reading material to this book. However, as with Rabbi Tauber, I feel a special personal excitement about this one. Many of the fruits of my earlier growth, which occurred prior to my association with Rabbi Tauber, came together to form this book.

At the most superficial level, an aborted short story forms the foundation for the dialogue in this book. When I put that story away several years ago, I realized that it conveyed the image I had wanted, but lacked the content. It was a ring without the diamond. Almost from the beginning of my association with Rabbi Tauber, when I first previewed the material I would be writing over the next couple of years, I felt that the material of this fourth book was the diamond waiting to be put in the ring. Now that the book is finished, I can say that my intuition was correct.

On a deeper level, this book brings together many of the components of my personal trek through life. While in the earlier works I was a mouthpiece for Rabbi Tauber, in this one my association is much more. By no means claiming to be anything more than the one who writes Rabbi Tauber’s material, there is a symbiotic relationship I have with this book beyond the others. The search for meaning, the dawning realization of being part of a generation in which new and exciting things are happening, seeking answers to the voices of skeptics from without and within, etc. have all been part of my daily mental meandering for many years now.

I could not have written this book by myself. However, in many ways Rabbi Tauber’s material herein is my own. And it has become more of my own through writing it. My thoughts on this subject have received a supercharge.

I want to thank Hashem for that.

And, on that note, I want to also express hakares hatov to Hashem for blessing me with my wife and family, without whom my daily mental meandering would be little more than abstract philosophy, lacking fulfillment and fruition.

Y.A.
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CHAPTER 1

FOOTSTEPS



Blinding sunshine splashed off the rocky desert floor. Cutting across it — like a single hair follicle on a bed of brown gravel — a simple two-lane highway stretched toward the horizon. Moving down the highway, amidst the rippling waves of rising heat, a lone car motored.

The car stopped, and a passenger was let off.

The passenger waved good-bye to the driver and watched as the car sped off along the black strip until it, like the highway, reached a vanishing point and disappeared. Michael James Neuman was alone again.

Loneliness rarely bothered Michael James like it used to — at least that is what he told himself. He was an individual, not tied down to any place or any group. And if the by-product of his independence was occasional loneliness, so be it. Sometimes, however, after listening to himself rationalize in this manner, he would become aware of a hidden place inside where the light of these rationales did not reach. Then, paradoxically, travel would oftentimes help cure his self-estrangement. But not always. Sometimes, there was just no escape, no running away.

Not long ago, he became inspired. He would leave everything behind and travel the world like a friend of his had done. He surmised that the farther he traveled from home, from his very self, the more he would unravel the layers of self hiding him from the true essence of his existence. His destination? It did not matter. Perhaps India and the Far East. In reality, though, he was aware that his true destination was that impenetrable dark area in his own soul.

He bought a cheap ticket to Europe. Once there, he hitched and backpacked through England, France, Spain, Germany, Italy, and finally Greece, where he befriended a ship’s cook and was able to secure free passage on that ship heading east. He then disembarked in Cyprus and found another boat heading toward Haifa, Israel.

His first impression of the Holy Land upon arrival was its lack of holiness. The shipyard was black and sooty like all shipyards. The people were pushy and fast-speaking. Instead of holy men with long, white, flowing beards, he found secularized Middle-Easterners who seemed to want nothing more than to acquire the lifestyle of materialism which he left behind. Of course, he knew that the land of his forefathers was a modern State, but somehow he expected to feel overwhelmed with sensations of holiness.

“What is holiness?” an American-born Israeli asked him.

“I don’t know.”

“Then how can you say you didn’t find it? One has to know what he is looking for before he can find it.”

A clever response, Michael James reflected. However, he was not easily satisfied. “And how does one presume to come to know what it is?” he asked.

“Go to people who have it and ask them?”

“I suppose,” Michael said, “that is why I am trying to head east, to India or somewhere like that.”

“I am not so religious,” the Israeli told him, “however, if you are Jewish, then why not try something here before you go on?”

“That’s a good point,” Michael said. “Where would you suggest I begin?”

“Why not the Western Wall? Hang around there for a couple of days, and see if anything happens.”

“Hmm. That might not be such a bad idea.”

When Michael James’s eyes first fell on the Western Wall, or Kotel as the Israelis called it, something inside him stirred. He did not know what it was, and it quickly went away, but he realized that he wanted to go right up to the wall and touch it. Grabbing a cardboard yarmulke, he made his way to the Kotel.

A couple of people were crying. A few tourists were snapping photographs. A man dressed in full chassidic garb was praying. Removing the backpack from his shoulders, Michael touched the cool stones of the Wall. All of a sudden, he had an urge to close his eyes.

“G-d,” he said to himself, “if You are listening, please give me a sign what to do next.”

Without warning, he felt a tap on his shoulder. A tall, slim man with a very friendly smile, dressed in a suit, said, “Are you looking for a place where you can eat or maybe sleep?”

One thing led to another, and before Michael knew it, he was set up in a hostel in the Old City of Jerusalem. There were others like him and a seemingly endless array of things to do: invitations to local families for meals, free walking-tours, free classes, and dozens and dozens of people, young and old, religious and non-religious, beggarly and scholarly, to interact with.

After a day or two, and somewhat reluctantly at first, he attended a class for beginners in a local Yeshiva. To his surprise, though, the subject was interesting. There was lively interaction with the teacher to the point of a heated debate on a couple of occasions. The teacher seemed to possess a certain wisdom that Michael envied.

Nevertheless, he was resistant. One thing in particular that bothered him was that none of it seemed to conform to his previous notions of Judaism. In fact, Michael felt compelled to raise his hand and say, “Rabbi, you are not teaching us about Judaism. You are teaching us about life.”

When he said that, a momentary quiet descended on the room. Everyone shifted his focus on the rabbi, who had a big smile on his face. The rabbi turned his head toward Michael, nodded several times in agreement, and then said: “Yes, that is exactly what I am trying to teach you about.”

A few others in the class suddenly understood the rabbi’s response and laughed. Initially, Michael felt embarrassed. However, when he reflected on it, something inside him clicked. “Maybe there is something to this stuff,” he thought. “Maybe it’s just that I have never been open to it.”

After the class, he wanted to walk around the Yeshiva and just observe. It did not take very long, though, before one of the students approached him. They talked. And as they talked some more, questions started flooding his mind: old, cob-webbed questions that he had not thought of since he was ten or twelve; familiar questions he had harbored for many months now; and new questions he had never thought of before came flowing from his mouth. And, to his surprise, the student, who was not much older than he, was answering most of them in a clear, straightforward fashion.

A second student came over and the discussion continued. The questions were coming to his mind faster than he could think. After a while, though, he began to tire. The students meant well, but he was beginning to feel the need to get up and leave. He needed space. He finally got it when everyone broke for lunch.

Walking the same stone-cut streets and alleys he had become familiar with over the last couple of days was now somehow different. He sensed an entire new world potentially opening up for him. He saw himself as if standing before a vast, endless ocean, about to embark on an adventurous voyage. However, at the same time, he felt scared. What was he thinking about getting himself into? A million doubts crossed his mind. He sensed the need to run, to travel on, to get as far away as he could.

Settling into his bed in the hostel, he was able to relax. It suddenly dawned on him that his whole life consisted of running from one thing to the next. It was not that he was not successful. He was. However, that was all an outer projection. On the inside, he had a difficult time living up to how he appeared to others.

As these thoughts were going through his head, his roommates entered the room, locked in spirited argumentation. The argument centered on a fine point of religious belief. Michael wanted space to himself and decided to get up and leave. In the next room, too, people were discussing religion. All of a sudden, everywhere he looked, he saw signs of religion. The walls cried out religion; the floor screamed religion; the tables and chairs all reminded him of religion. “I have to get out of here,” he said to himself.

And he did.

He did not want to say that he would not come back. All he knew was that at that moment he had to leave. He would go anywhere — into the desert, if need be. He just had to get away.

Now, with the car out of sight, alone again, Michael James Neuman’s eyes lingered on the black strip of highway that meandered tediously into the heat-blurred horizon. He then turned his gaze to the rocky desert and the Sea of Salt beyond.

“It called Dead Sea,” the driver of the car had told him in broken English, “because nothing live in it. Too much salt.” A fitting destination, Michael mused.

A couple of days of roughing it in the desert would not be bad, Michael told himself. In fact, he had been thinking of doing it all along. Now seemed like the opportune time to see what he was made of.

As the day began bending toward afternoon and then afternoon toward evening, Michael found himself by the shore of the Sea in which nothing lived. The ice-blue waters of the Dead Sea stood out in sharp contrast to the sun-drenched, barren wasteland which surrounded it. Salt formations, looking very much like icebergs, adorned the enticing blue water.

He walked a couple of miles along the salt-caked shore until he reached a place suitable to lay out his sleeping bag. In the morning, he would head back to the road or to the tourist area a few miles up the shore, which the driver had informed him of. For now, though, he was content to lie back in his sleeping bag and watch the blanket of night descend.

The night sky, exquisitely clear and untouched by the dulling glow of civilization, tickled his imagination. Gazing reflectively at the star-filled heavens, Michael slipped toward unconsciousness with a wonderful feeling of place: he was a small speck on the surface of a huge, rotating globe, itself nothing more than one pebble orbiting the sun in a solar system, which itself was but one small system in a galaxy of billions of solar systems, which itself was but one mere galaxy in the unimaginably vast universe. Before realizing it, he was asleep.

He dreamed.

He was wandering in a desert — not a desert of rocks like the real Michael wandered and now slept in — but a classical desert, a desert of dunes and sand . . . never- ending sand. In his dream, he leaned back on a dune and contemplated the nighttime sky of violet blue.

Suddenly, a commotion diverted his attention. First, it was a glow, a fiery glow. Then, the ground trembled. It was as if millions of feet were pounding the ground. A cloud of dust moved along the desert floor. In front of the thundering dust cloud, a bright, sandy fire led the way. Then, just as suddenly, the cloud stopped, and the quaking ground stilled.

What was this? What was he witnessing? He felt a deep yearning to know. He wanted to get up and walk toward it, but an immobilizing lethargy restrained him. All he could do was remain in his prone position on the dune. He was an outsider, as always — just an observer.

He woke up the next morning to a surprise. Carelessly, he had not closed his canteen well. During the night he must have kicked it over and all its contents had spilled out.

“No big deal,” he thought. He would head up to the tourist area and refill his canteen with fresh water.

After walking in the already oppressively hot morning sun for an hour, he finally came upon the tourist area. The only problem was that it was abandoned. It looked as if no one had lived there for a long time. Worse yet, there was no fresh water to be found. And he was beginning to feel very thirsty. How ironic, he thought, that an entire sea of water was just a few feet away, yet because it contained one extra ingredient — salt — drinking it would do him more harm than good.

Michael James then contemplated resting in the abandoned tourist area for the duration of the hottest part of the day. However, although he could find shade in one of the abandoned shacks, he did not think he could go a day without water. The only option was to head back to the highway and hope to be picked up.

For the first time, he had regrets that he had left Jerusalem so impromptu. His situation could become serious if he was not picked up by some driver quickly. And the thirst — the thirst — was really beginning to get to him.
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Milton Adler had already been in Israel a full week and for some reason, only now, driving along this deserted stretch of highway with his childhood friend, Shimon, did nostalgia over the fact that he was actually in the Land of Israel strike him. It was only a short time ago that he chanced into Shimon at a Holocaust Survivors convention. There, at the convention, he found out that Shimon became one of the pioneering settlers of a model kibbutz for the Zionist State. Milton, on the other hand, had rebuilt his life in America. It was at the convention that Shimon invited him to be his guest.

Only first now, though, for some reason, did the magnitude of the fact that he was in his people’s ancient homeland really produce nostalgia in him. Perhaps it was Shimon’s outpouring of pride whenever he retold his accomplishments and those of his fellow Zionists. Perhaps it was the still fresh experience of visiting Masada, the famed mountaintop fortress where nearly 2,000 years earlier a handful of Jews had held off the mighty Roman army before deciding to commit suicide rather than submit to captivity. Perhaps it was something else entirely. Whatever it was which moved him, Milton pulsed with emotion. And he listened with rapture as Shimon compared the Jewish past to the Jewish present.

“We used to be a heroic, fighting people,” he said. “Anyone who started with us, at the very least, had his nose bloodied. We used to be able to stand on our own, without the help of anyone or anything else. Somewhere along the line we started relying on others. And it wasn’t until we won back this land with our blood that we realized that we couldn’t wait for G-d, the Messiah, or anyone any longer. Everything depends only on the power and might of our own hands.”

There was a pause, and then Shimon continued, “The real problem is the ultra-religious people. They are still waiting. They are still living in the past, holding us back.”

It was not the first time Shimon had expressed his distaste for religious Jews. In fact, it seemed that at every opportunity he tried to put them down. Milton, too, had long since given up on the ways of his fathers, nevertheless, as much as he admired Shimon and his world, he had trouble sharing his friend’s zeal against the religious Jews. An honest, sensitive man at heart, he thought it was time to somehow express that feeling.

“I envy you,” he began. “You are so dedicated to your ideal, your movement. I think I lost my idealism in the camps. Or maybe it’s just that I’ve lived in America for so many years. I don’t know. I’ve made my life, raised children and grandchildren, but somehow something has always been missing.

“Shimon,” Milton continued, “you know I never had religion. I remember old men and white beards, but I was too young when the war came. So, I didn’t have religion. But, I see religious people and they trust in something; they trust in G-d. And, of course, I feel like saying, ‘Look what happened?’ I think of saying that, but I see them, and they seem fulfilled. They have something I don’t.”

“How can you envy them for trusting in G-d?” Shimon snapped back. “We can only trust in the work of our own hands.”

Before he could respond, Milton noticed something in the distance. “Isn’t that a person up ahead?” he said.

“Yes,” Shimon acknowledged. “Who would hitch along this highway during the hottest part of the day?”

“A soldier?” Milton asked.

“No. I don’t see any gun or uniform.”

Shimon pulled the car up alongside the hitch-hiker, saw it was a young man — a Westerner — and opened the back door for him to join them, which he did with a hearty thanks.

Michael Neuman’s skin was parched. “Do you have something to drink?” he asked as soon as he sat down. Shimon offered him a half-filled canteen of water, which he thirstily drank from.

“Not so fast,” Shimon said. “You’ll make yourself sick.”

“Sorry,” Michael said, trying to control his thirst.

“You’re American?” Milton asked.

“Yes.”

“What are you doing in the middle of the desert in the heat of the day?”

Michael told them how he wanted to ‘rough it’ in the desert for a night or two, and found it a little more than he could handle.

“You young Americans are all the same,” Shimon declared. “You come here looking for a little excitement, a little danger. Well, let me tell you something, young man. You’re not backpacking through California. The desert can kill you. And if it doesn’t, maybe some terrorist is lurking about who will. You have to know what you are doing here, or you could lose your life just like that,” he said, snapping his fingers.

“Don’t worry,” Michael said, “I don’t think I will do anything like that again for a while.”

“Where are you staying?” Milton asked in a fatherly, reassuring voice.

“I was staying in one of the hostels in Jerusalem, in the Old City. Most of my stuff is still there with some friends.”

“How long have you been in the country?”

“Only a couple of days.”

They drove on for a few minutes and then Shimon, feeling badly that he had snapped at the young man, asked, “And what do you think of our land?”

“To tell you the truth, I’m disappointed,” he said as he finished off whatever water remained in the canteen. “It’s a series of tourist traps; very commercial.”

Shimon squirmed a little in his seat and added, “Well, it’s not all like that. There are people here who work hard to make this land a sanctuary for Jews. Real people. Did you meet any of them?”

“Not really. Most Israelis I’ve met are living in New York.”

The car swerved a little and Shimon said, “You should spend some time on a kibbutz. That’s what this land is really all about.”

“I was thinking of doing that — either that or yeshiva.”

The wheels screeched as the car almost jumped off the highway. “Yeshiva!?” Shimon bellowed. “Why would you want to go to yeshiva?”

“I met some good people in the Old City,” Michael said. “They were very friendly and seemed together. One of them told me that if you want to find out what Israel is all about you either go to kibbutz or yeshiva.”

“Given that choice, why would you even think of a yeshiva?”

“The truth is I wasn’t thinking of yeshiva. If anything, I was thinking of going to a kibbutz. However, then someone said that the difference between the two was: On a kibbutz you dig for roots while in yeshiva you search for them. I think I understand what he was trying to say. And, if that’s so, now I’m not sure what I want to do.”

“Well, let me tell you something,” Shimon said. “Religion has very little to do with this land. The religious people are only holding us back. The future of our people is not in some ancient books. It is in hard work — hard work with our own hands. G-d has nothing to do with it. We are going to get to our destination without Him.”

All of a sudden, the car started sputtering. The engine coughed some smoke and gasped a couple of times before it stalled completely. Still riding on its previous momentum, Shimon futilely turned the ignition key. Unable to restart it, he managed to pull the car onto the shoulder of the road. As it rolled to a stop, it released one final huff of steam and then died completely.
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Elchanan finally had his wish come true: an opportunity to spend some time with the rabbi. He earned the opportunity by volunteering to drive him to and from the rabbi’s lecture in the Negev. Now, on the way back, alone with the rabbi, he could ask him all his questions.

“Rabbi, first I want to say that I really enjoyed the lecture. I want to listen to the tape and review it as soon as I get home.”

“Thank you.”

“I have some questions about it, though. Can I ask you now?”

“Go right ahead.”

“My first question is that you made it sound as if the prophecies which are supposed to precede the coming of Moshiach* are being materialized in our time. However, previous generations also thought Moshiach was coming in their time. How do we know we are not fooling ourselves by thinking the same way?”

“Those previous generations were not wrong or foolish for thinking so. They had — like we have — a commandment to believe in the imminent coming of Moshiach. Whether he came for them or not is immaterial. There is an obligation to believe in his coming and to believe that through our actions we can bring him immediately. And, as you saw from the lecture, there really are some unique things happening in our day which can lead one to more easily conclude that the words of our prophets are being fulfilled now.”

“Yes, but some people say that Messianic fervor is a dangerous thing. There was the false Messiah, Shabtai Tzvi, as well as others who destroyed countless lives.”

“I agree. The concept of the coming of Moshiach has all too often been a stumbling block. That is why the most important thing is to constantly seek self-improvement and growth in Torah. Focus on that, and Moshiach will come.”

“So, then, please excuse me for asking,” Elchanan queried, “but why do you give a lecture which leads people to think that Moshiach can come in our time, any day?”

“You’re asking a good question, Elchanan,” the rabbi replied. “However, my intention is not to spread false Messianic hopes. My intention is to tell us where we are, so that we can get to where we have to go.”

“I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

“Let me explain myself, then. If you were to get lost in a subway station, the first thing you would do is look for a map. What is the first piece of information you need to identify on the map? Not where you want to go, but where you are. Without knowing where you currently are, you will not be able to make your way to where you want to go.

“The Torah is not a book written by inspired holy men. It is much more than that. It is the blueprint of creation. A blueprint has everything mapped out. So, too, in the blueprint of creation, the Creator has mapped out everything, from the events of the first day of creation to the final days.

“Every person in every generation has the responsibility to find out where he is in the overall plan, in the blueprint. We have to read and learn the Torah to find out where we are. That is our obligation.

“You can learn Tanach all day, be very knowledgeable in all Scripture, yet until you identify yourself and where you are, you cannot make any use of the Torah. The Torah will not be your guide.

“And that is why our sages say: ‘Who is wise? One who recognizes his place.’ We have an obligation to recognize our place in history and evaluate where we are, because once we can identify where we are, then we can head toward where we are supposed to go.

“What I try to show through my lecture on the prophecies is that Jewish people returning to and reassessing their practice and commitment to Torah — doing teshuva — is one of the telltale signs of the era called ikvesa d’meshicha, ‘the footsteps of the Messiah.’ And if, in fact, the teshuva phenomenon that we have witnessed in the past fifteen-plus years is the beginning of the fulfillment of that prophecy, then indeed we are living in the most crucial time in history. That is what I want people to know. That is what I want to wake them up to.”

“Did we ever have anything like the Teshuva Movement?”

“Not in recent history.”

As they drove on, the rabbi noticed something up ahead. “Slow down,” he told Elchanan. “I think I see some people over there.”

Shimon, Milton, and Michael were elated to see a car. It was the first one they had seen heading in their direction during the half hour since their car died. “Todah rabbah,” Shimon said as he and the others took a seat in the back. “Thank you,” Milton reiterated in English.

“Where are you going?” Elchanan asked.

“Wherever you can take us.”

“We are returning to Jerusalem,” Elchanan replied. “That’s perfect,” Milton said. “I don’t think the car is salvageable, Shimon.”

“Yes, we have no choice,” Shimon said.

As the new passengers settled in their seats, the rabbi asked if anyone wanted a piece of fruit. Milton and Michael took them up on the offer, as Elchanan directed the car back onto the road and toward their destination. While Michael bit into a soft peach, he took a good look at Elchanan and said, “You look familiar. Didn’t we meet a couple of days ago?”

Elchanan turned around for a moment and then said, “Oh, yes. In the Old City. You were staying in the hostel there.”

“Right.”

“Weren’t you telling me how you were interested in backpacking it in the desert or something?”

“Yes,” Michael said, a little embarrassed. “It didn’t exactly work out the way I envisioned it, though.” Then, to change the subject, he added, “And you were interested in hearing some rabbi speak somewhere.”

“Yes. In fact, this is that rabbi. We’re just coming back from one of those lectures.”

“Shalom aleichem,” the rabbi said. “And what is your name?”

“Michael . . . Michael Neuman.”

“Glad to meet you, Michael. Where are you from?”

“The States — from the Washington D.C. area.”

“I just gave a lecture there last week.”

“Oh? So you’re not from here?” Michael asked.

“We are all from here,” the rabbi said with a smile. The truth is that I grew up here during my teenage years, but later my family moved to the States and we have lived there ever since. Nevertheless, my heart has always been here, and I travel here whenever my schedule permits.”

As Michael quickly finished his fruit, he asked, “I’m sorry for interrupting, but do you have anything to drink? I’m very thirsty.”

“Is there anything in the trunk for our friend?” the rabbi asked Elchanan.

“I’m afraid not.”

“Are we out of fruit?”

“Yes. If I remember correctly, though,” Elchanan said, “there is a bus depot not too far up ahead. They probably have some kind of refreshment stand.”

“Good,” the rabbi said, “we will stop there and buy our guests some lunch and refreshments.”

Before the rabbi could say another word, though, Elchanan said, “I think I see the depot up ahead.” Then he paused and added, “Yes, that’s it. It was closer than I suspected.”

Good, let’s stop,” the rabbi said. “We have a long ride ahead of us. We can all afford to sit down and relax a little while before continuing.”

In the Shade of Abraham’s Tree

A couple of cars were in the parking lot, and a few people were sitting at some outdoor tables beneath the shade of an umbrella and scattered palm trees. Other than that, however, the depot looked deserted.

After Elchanan parked the car, the passengers disembarked.

Although it was still hot, a surprisingly pleasant breeze cooled the desert air. One particularly well-shaded table, situated amid a cluster of palm trees, became vacant as the rabbi, Elchanan, and Shimon entered the humble, ground-level building which housed the refreshment stand. Shimon went straight to the information desk, while the rabbi and Elchanan set about to purchase some refreshments. Michael and Milton sat down at the vacated table outside and made themselves comfortable.

“There is something very peaceful about this place,” Milton said to Michael.

“Yes, like a little oasis,” Michael added.

As they sat, a strong breeze swept past. Michael asked, “Where are you from, Milton?”

“From the States,” he replied.

“That’s not where you were born, though, is it?”

“No. I grew up together with my friend, Shimon, in the same town in Poland. We met not too long ago in the States, and I accepted his invitation to be his guest here.”

“So, then, you and Shimon have known each other a long time?”

“Yes and no. We grew up together but hadn’t seen each other until very recently at a meeting of Holocaust survivors. That was the first time we had seen each other since the war.”

“It must be an exciting thing to get together with an old friend.”

“Yes.”

“Did you know all along that he was alive?”

“No. It’s good to see him and reminisce about the old country.”

“I’m very curious to know what it was like back then,” Michael asked.

Milton’s eyes seemed to recede a little, and then he said reflectively, “It was a different world. You have no idea how different.”

“Different in what way?”

Take religion, for example. All of us were religious. You didn’t have to go to school to learn about Judaism. You breathed it. You lived it just by being there. Now that world is entirely gone. Nothing is left.”

“Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?” Michael asked.

“You can ask.”

“It’s one of the questions which is becoming important to me for the first time.”

“What is it?”

“Do you believe in G-d?”

Milton paused a moment and then said, “You are asking the wrong person. Ask the rabbi.”

“I plan to,” Michael said, “but I want to hear as many different sides of the argument as I can, so that I can eventually decide for myself.”

“I don’t know what I believe any longer,” Milton admitted. “I don’t know how I can believe in G-d after going through what I went through and seeing what I saw. However, some people still believe in G-d and I don’t blame them.”

At that moment, Shimon emerged from the building and joined Michael and Milton. He told them with a tone of disappointment, “The next bus is not due for at least three-and-a-half hours.”

“What’s the rush?” Milton said. “It’s much more pleasant here than I thought. Let’s relax a while and head back with the rabbi afterward.”

“I suppose we have no choice,” Shimon said.

Shimon sat down and seemed to be lost in thought when Michael said, “Shimon, Milton was just telling me that you and he grew up together in Poland.”

“Yes. That was in a different lifetime.”

“I hope you don’t mind my asking,” Michael said, “but I am reaching a point in my life where I want to formulate what I believe about G-d. And I’m very interested in hearing your views on the subject, especially considering where you came from.”

“Let me tell you something, young man,” Shimon said, “believing in G-d was something which people in the old world needed. We don’t need to believe in G-d any longer. We have a State now, and that State is what we have to believe in, in order to survive.”

As he spoke, Elchanan and the rabbi emerged from the building carrying a basketful of refreshments. When they reached the table, the rabbi said to everyone, “Please help yourselves.”

The drinks were cool, the fruits sweet, and the snacks plentiful. As they all quietly refreshed themselves, the rabbi said, “It is funny the way we all came together. I could not have anticipated it, but since we have come together this way, I want to thank all of you for giving me the opportunity to imitate the ways of our forefather Abraham, who was famous for fulfilling one of the greatest commandments in the Torah: hachnasas orchim, hospitality to others. And, even more so, he was famous for serving his guests in this manner, in the middle of the desert under the cool shade of a tree. So, I thank all of you for giving me this special opportunity.”

Michael put down the fruit he had been eating and said, “Rabbi, it’s funny you mention that. For me, it is also uncanny the way all of us have come together here. What I mean is that I came to Israel just a few days ago searching for something — I don’t know exactly for what, but I was searching. I guess, inside, at least, I came searching for G-d.

“I’ve talked to several people and heard both sides — the religious and the non-religious. I don’t think that I’m closed to the idea that there is a G-d and that maybe Judaism has some important message for me about G-d. However, I was overloaded with information by the time I met Elchanan in the Old City a few days ago. I had to run away. And I did. Or at least I thought I did.

“Now, by sheer coincidence, I find myself stuck in the middle again. On one hand, there are the religious people like you and Elchanan. And, on the other hand, there are Shimon and Milton. I guess the message is that I can’t run away. In any event, here I am in the middle again not knowing what to decide.”

“Why do you think you have to decide anything right now?” the rabbi asked. “It sounds to me like you are still in the information-gathering stage.”

“Okay,” Michael said with a sigh of relief, “I guess I am still just gathering information.” He took a bite out of his fruit and added, “On that note, can I ask you a question, rabbi?”

“Go right ahead.”

“You obviously believe in G-d,” Michael said. “What are the reasons that lead one person to believe in G-d and another person not to?”

“I can only speak for myself,” the rabbi answered. “And, as for me, the more I reflect, the more obvious it is to me that this world could not possibly have come to be if not for G-d. In fact, nothing could continue to be — not creation, not history, not even a ‘chance’ meeting of five very different people under a palm tree in the middle of the desert — if not for the continual input of G-d’s will. And my life’s experience has supported this over and over again.”

“But not everybody sees things the way you do,” Michael said.

“Not everybody looks,” the rabbi replied. “As I said, I can’t speak for others. You have to ask them yourself.”

“I have.”

“And what did they tell you?”

“I’ll tell you what I said to this young man,” Shimon quickly interjected. “I said: How can there be a G-d if six million Jews perished? My grandfather was an extremely pious Jew. My town, Lodz, was filled with great, religious Jews. G-d did not spare them any more than the nonreligious. How can there be a G-d?” he said in a voice which rose in volume with each sentence. Then, he calmed himself down and concluded, “That is why I gave up on all that.”

“Michael,” the rabbi stated, “as you can tell, this is a very sensitive issue in this country.”

“I’m sorry,” Michael said. “I didn’t mean to offend anyone.”

“You didn’t offend anyone,” Shimon said. “As long as the subject is on the table, I would like to hear the rabbi’s response.”

All eyes turned to the rabbi. “Michael,” he said, “I cannot hope to give you (and you cannot expect me to give you) the answer to something like: Why a Holocaust? without at least first putting it in perspective of my entire outlook, which is the Torah’s outlook. The Holocaust is one part, albeit one of the most painful and recent parts, of our history. It too has its place and so you cannot expect me to satisfy you without explaining the basic framework.”

“Rabbi, do not beat around the bush,” Shimon said. “Just answer the young man’s question. Unless, of course, you have no answer.”

“It is not ‘beating around the bush,’” the rabbi said. “I feel that the only way a person can hope to get a glimpse of the real answer is by first learning about the Torah outlook in its entirety; then, with that framework, it becomes possible to begin to understand this happening called the Holocaust.1 However, since there is a need to know, I will try my best to convey some explanation in a limited way.”

“That sounds fair,” Milton said.

“Good,” the rabbi replied. “Then, the first thing a person has to realize is that the circumstances surrounding the Holocaust were not natural. A deranged wallpaper-hanger rose to virtually unlimited power. Overnight, he along with a group of uneducated street bums became efficient, capable rulers. And all of this took place in the midst of the ‘most sophisticated, cultured civilization’ and while the entire civilized world stood by silently.

“Therefore, when someone asks me: How could the Holocaust have happened if there is a G-d? I respond: How could it have happened without G-d? I know that may shock you. However, everything G-d does is for the ultimate good, even suffering. Sometimes, G-d works miracles for us which we perceive as good, and sometimes He provides miracles for our enemies. I am willing to admit to the Hand of Providence for the good; I have to also be willing to see that Hand in the perceived bad which I experience. All come from one G-d, and all have the ultimate good in mind.”

“That’s easy for a person living in America to say,” Shimon insisted.

“Shimon,” the rabbi answered, “I, too, am a Holocaust survivor. And I have all the same reasons to be angry as you do.2 I experienced the same Nazi hell. I lost many family members too. I lost my grandfather, my grandmother, my uncles, my aunts, my sister. My mother, who was in Auschwitz, and my father both miraculously survived, thank G-d. But we were devastated just as you were. Yet, the same Holocaust that turned you against G-d, made me closer to Him.”

“How?” Michael asked.

“One reason, as I said, is that the particulars that fell into place in order to bring on suffering of this magnitude were miraculous. On the other hand, I personally witnessed hundreds of miracles for the good. I saw the way I survived — it was one miracle after another. Could I have survived without G-d? In fact, this is one of the questions which always gnawed at my insides: Why did I survive? I could not make peace with the fact that I just remained alive by coincidence. How could I go on living a normal life just like everyone else? I came to the conclusion that I must have a mission in life if Divine Providence invested so much in me just to keep me alive. So, the same Holocaust which helped Shimon justify turning against G-d, helped me turn more toward G-d.”

“It’s not rational,” Shimon said.

“It’s not rational to someone who does not have the foundation of reason G-d set forth in the Torah. I was lucky to have strong, supportive parents and a unique teacher. I admit that. However, when one studies the Torah outlook, nothing that has happened is unexplainable. It may not satisfy your sense of reason. However, where does one’s sense of reason come from? If it does not come from the Torah, then it comes from some man-made perception. The purpose of Torah is to give one a sensitivity to reason which is above and beyond man-made patterns of thought.

“One thing on which I do agree with you,” the rabbi said directing his remarks to Shimon, “is that there is no in-between. One cannot remain the same after going through the Holocaust. That’s not necessarily an answer that is going to satisfy you, I admit, but the Holocaust did effect different people in different ways. You have to agree to that. And you have to accept the fact that many people emerged from it much stronger in their faith.”

“I’m not satisfied with your answer,” Shimon insisted. “How could G-d do such a thing? Not only did he take six million, but he took away the cream of the crop. You can call me a heretic,” Shimon said raising his voice, “you can call me whatever you want, however, I cannot accept your answer.”

“Please calm down, Shimon,” the rabbi responded. “I am not attacking you. I understand that you are talking from hurt. And our Sages tell us that a person is not accountable for the words he may say out of pain.3 I can sense your pain. Believe me, I also know that feeling.” “But, how can you say that G-d allowed it to happen?” Shimon asserted. “Six million people ... six million!” “Why suddenly ask about six million? Why not question the death of one person?” the rabbi replied. “Before the death of six million, did the death of one person unsettle your belief in G-d?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Probably because it did not effect me so much.”

“But why not? Philosophically, the death of one person in a world created by a benevolent G-d should bother you just as much. Six million only magnifies the question.”

“I’ll agree with you about that. I suppose I never really thought about it beforehand. Or maybe I was too young.”

“The dilemma of coming to grips with death and suffering is a dilemma as old as the first man, Adam. First learn about the answers the Torah teaches concerning why and how Adam brought death to the world, and then ask your question.”

“I’m not satisfied with those answers.”

“Do you even know what they are?”

“No. But I don’t have to know what they are,” Shimon insisted. “Whatever answers you are referring to, I can’t imagine how any of them could explain how a G-d, especially the G-d of the Jewish people, could allow such a destruction. European Jewry was the backbone of world Jewry. You will have to admit that too, rabbi. Not only were the greatest intellectuals of the Haskala4 and Zionist Movements there, but the greatest rabbis. How could the G-d of Israel not only take away six million, but the best and most essential portion of world Jewry?”

“Let me try to answer you with an analogy,” the rabbi said: “Imagine a person who was born and raised in the most primitive, jungle society. This person, who had never seen a structure more than one-story high, is brought to a modern city — to downtown Manhattan. Obviously, he will be awestruck. He had never seen anything like a skyscraper. No matter how intelligent he is, he will have no idea how it can be possible to build such structures.

“As he’s gazing in awe, all of a sudden he sees a twenty-story building — a $50 million, landmark building — demolished by tractors and bulldozers. After they demolish the building, they even start digging up its foundation. Twenty feet, thirty feet, forty feet — they dig into the ground. Finally, he cannot contain himself.

‘“What are they doing?’ he asks. ‘It was such a magnificent structure.’

“They answer him, ‘You see the skyscraper next to the building they just demolished? They are going to build a twin tower right next to it.’

“He starts laughing. ‘You must be crazy. You think I am primitive? You people are taking a big, expensive building and demolishing it. Why not just build an additional hundred stories on top of the twenty-story building?’

“He does not realize, of course, that in order to build a 120-story skyscraper you need a deeper foundation than the one needed for a twenty-story building. You explain it to him until he finally understands. He has another question, though. Earlier, he was shown a ‘bombed-out’ section of the East Bronx where the property was obviously much cheaper.

“‘If you people are so smart,’ he asks, ‘why did you have to knock down such an expensive building? If you are going to demolish one building to put up another, then at least do it in the cheaper section where you are not destroying such a costly structure.’

“No matter how much you try to explain to him about the intricacies of real estate value, though, he will laugh. He will attack you, because he does not even have the faintest idea how civilization works. Nevertheless, a sharp businessman knows that wherever the most expensive buildings are getting demolished, that is also where the most valuable location is.

“The Jewish people are promised eternity. That eternity must be built on a foundation which can support it. When you observe, therefore, that G-d comes and takes one-third of the Jewish people — the backbone, the prime real estate of Israel — demolishing them and digging up their foundation deeper and deeper, then you have to realize that the structure which will be put up in its place will be a super-structure.

“Of course, that super-structure, the prophet tells us, is the Third Temple, the eternal Temple; so, too, therefore, the foundation of the Third Temple — the people of Israel who populate the Third Temple era — must be sufficiently deep in order to support that superstructure.”

“So, in effect, you are saying, rabbi,” Michael said, “that G-d allowed the Holocaust to happen.”

“He was certainly capable of preventing it. And, in fact, He did stop it before all Jewry fell under the clutches of the Nazis. All I am saying is that G-d has a design.5 He knows what He is doing when it comes to fashioning the history and happenings of this temporary world. We can attempt to understand His design as much as is humanly possible, however, the bottom line is that we are not G-d. That is hard for some people to accept, I realize. Nevertheless, it is the truth.

“None of us have perspective on our lives. We see only a fragment of the picture. We are like the primitive jungle dweller who comes to the city for the first time, and until we begin to inform ourselves and see our lives in the perspective of our people’s past and future we disbelieve, ridicule, and deny that which we do not yet have the tools to understand.

“Think of workers in an assembly line. They get a partially completed product, do their share, and pass it on to the next worker on the line. We are like those workers. The Jewish assembly line is over 3,300 years old. It started with Abraham, and has continued through the Holocaust down to today. G-d has overseen this project since its infancy. All we can do is realize that He gave us a temporary world with challenges, opportunities, and pitfalls. Our job as ‘assembly-line workers’ is to perform our share, not to be distracted from the task at hand, and to realize that G-d was, is, and always will be in ultimate control.”

“What ‘job’ on this 3,000 year old assembly line could a person have been doing when suffering through the Holocaust?” Michael asked.

“Our job is to acknowledge G-d. It always was and always will be. That is the mission, and, in fact, the very definition of a Jew.6 Whether our particular task on the assembly line is to acknowledge G-d while we are rich and living comfortably, or whether the job is to love Him through poverty and suffering, each of us has been assigned by the Creator a part in producing the end product of creation. That end product is called Yom Shekulo Shabbos, the ‘day (or era) which is entirely Sabbath — i.e. eternity.7

“And who is to say whose job is easier or harder? Sometimes — and perhaps even more often than not — wealth and ease destroy a person; and, sometimes, suffering helps make a person into a mountain of strength. In fact, suffering is ‘spiritual currency’8 of the highest worth. Nothing like it proves that a person (or a people) is worthy of eternity.

“In either case, whatever our task on the ‘assembly line’ is, we have been given the opportunity to earn our share in the final product. When, in the end, we realize that we became a partner with G-d in the eternal world, then we will realize that every ounce of suffering in this world was worthwhile.”

“So, in effect, you are saying, then, rabbi,” Michael said, “that since there is an eternal world, all suffering in this world, no matter how horrible, is not one’s final experience. And, consequently, all is overseen by G-d and allowed to occur according to some Divine calculation.”

“Yes. Of course, that does not mean that life cannot be beautiful. Not everyone has the opportunity to live through a Holocaust (and gain through its suffering).9 However, the bottom line is that it is nothing more than an entrance way to the eternal world.”

“I don’t know anything about the eternal world,” Shimon suddenly spoke up. “All I know is that about forty-five years ago we had to take matters into our own hands. And we still do. So we founded a State so that we could be a nation like all other nations. Never again!” There was a short period of tense quiet until Michael finally said, “Rabbi, in a way, I see Shimon’s point. How can we know anything more than what our eyes see? How can we live for a next world? All we know is that we live in this one.”

“We can know more than what our eyes see, Michael, because G-d gave us each a mind to perceive more than just what the eye sees. He gave us intelligence and the tools to research the past and dig beneath the surface of the present — to know that He was part of the world, is part of the world, and will always be part of the world.”

“What type of tools?”

“For instance, there are seminars where evidence — from the archaeological and historical to the rational and theological — for the authenticity of Torah and its claims is presented. There is a seminar this weekend, in fact, which I am scheduled to take part in. There you can see and examine the entire range of evidence. Come to it and do your own research.”

“But why would one even have to do his own research?” Michael inquired. “Why can’t G-d just reveal Himself to me and dispel all doubt?”

“Ah,” the rabbi said, “that is also why you need a seminar.”

“Can you answer it for me now?”

“To put it succinctly: The basic answer to your question is free will. By making His presence less obvious, by ‘hiding His face’ as the Torah calls it, G-d gives us free will in order to bestow upon us the opportunity to apply our own intelligence in the pursuit of discovering Him.10 And the goal of everything is to become a self-made discoverer. That is why you have to do your own research; a seminar is designed to give you the tools to proceed with your own research.”

“That’s your opinion,” Shimon said.

“In a way you are right, Shimon,” the rabbi responded. “It is my opinion. And you have your opinions. It is a part of G-d’s ‘hiding His face’ that human beings should always reserve the right to retain their own opinions, regardless of the truth. However, if a person honestly wants to get to the bottom of this, he has to make a concerted effort. And a seminar, a lecture, a Torah retreat, or the like is designed to help people do just that.”

“An intelligent person would never go to one of those things,” Shimon insisted.

“Why not?” the rabbi said. “If one knows that something exists which purports to present serious evidence for the authenticity of G-d and Torah, as well as a rational basis for the practices of Judaism, yet that person refuses to attend such a presentation, then he is intentionally living with blinders. Monkey see no evil, monkey hear no evil, monkey speak no evil. The religious community has been accused of that often enough, but who is acting like the monkey by not even trying to investigate the findings?”

“Are you accusing me of being a monkey?” Shimon asked.

“No. However, there are many people who, in effect, say, ‘Don’t confuse me with the facts. I have made up my mind.’ We are not monkeys, Shimon. We are all human beings. And we have a very keen intelligence. We should use our intelligence to attempt to ‘see’ the world with our mind’s eye, not just with our flesh and blood eye which only sees what is on the surface.”

“We don’t need your seminars,” Shimon said. “We have our own educational system. This young man can attend one of our universities, which will tell him what the Jewish people are about now, not what they are according to some ancient theological books.”

“The secular founders of this State cast off more than 3,0000 years of Jewish history and teaching,” the rabbi responded. “One cannot make sense of the Jewish people with such a truncated view. And that is why this State is experiencing such a spiritual crisis. It does not know its roots. And it cannot hope to survive long with such a major amputation of its foundation.”

“What type of spiritual crisis?” Shimon said. “We are in no worse shape than any other nation.”

“Shimon, I see that you are a sincere person. You have really devoted your life to building the State. However, don’t you see that the young people are confused about what their role in the world is? And what really is it that you have to give the next generation? You tossed out the ideal of your grandparents. But what did you put in its place?”

“We have a State now, a Jewish State.”

“And over a million Israelis, about a quarter of the population, who have left the Jewish State. The youth who remain behind, mock your ideals. They lodge protests demanding that you give back the land to the Arabs. It is obvious that the original ideal — the ideal of a Jewish homeland based on the non-Torah ideologies popular at the turn of the twentieth century — is a dead ideal. It has not been accepted by the new generation. And it will not be accepted. It is an ideal without true substance, a shell.”

“It is more accepted than your ideal.”

“That’s not true. The Torah world is experiencing a renaissance. I’m sure you are aware of its growth. The secular ideal is riding on its previous momentum. A state, a system, an organization, a bureaucracy, a government — whatever you want to call it — was started. However, the inner soul is missing. It is a state of people who happen to have been born Jews; it is not really a Jewish State, or a Jewish anything. And I think that is the real frustration of the average Israeli. He is a Jew with a twentieth-century identity, not a Jewish identity.” “What do you know about Jewish identity?” Shimon replied sharply. “When we started rebuilding this land, we also started rebuilding Jewish identity, because we did not want to be the cowering rabbinical Jew any longer. We wanted to have some pride.”

“And did you win some pride?”

“Yes.”

“Did you rebuild Jewish identity?”

“Yes.”

“Did you rebuild it for your children?”

“Yes,” Shimon insisted.

“Shimon,” the rabbi asked, “you still live on the kibbutz — are your children living on the kibbutz?”

Quiet.

“Are they living on any kibbutz?”

More quiet.

“Shimon, I’m not questioning the sincerity of your original idealism,” the rabbi continued. “I also shared a little of your enthusiasm when I originally came to Israel in 1949. I came with a ship full of survivors, sailing from Marseilles in an old freighter, the Anna Maria. I remember well my feelings when after a long, exhausting journey the captain of the boat announced, ‘If you look in the distance you can see the coast of the city Haifa.’ It sent a thrilling chill up my spine.

“I remember how I felt when I went up on the deck. It was five o’clock in the morning. People were singing HaTikva.11 As a Torah-Jew, I knew this was not the promised redemption from all our centuries of exile. Nevertheless, my heart melted. A person could not help but be carried away. Considering from where we were coming, it was impossible to hold back.

“Nevertheless, where did the new ideal lead? Does it really have promise for Jewish survival? Has it attracted the children?”

More quiet.

“Shimon and Milton, you both got caught in the war just as I was. The difference is that you never had an opportunity to learn. You were young when it happened. And afterwards, instead of studying at the feet of someone who could teach you about the scope of our history and the ways of G-d, you found yourself among people who ridiculed the past. All you heard were attacks on G-d and the Torah; and then they sold you a new ideal.

“Shimon, you got caught up in the anticipation and enthusiasm of building up the Jewish state, and you were able to alleviate your pain by getting involved in this endeavor which held so much promise. Milton, you came to America and got the opportunity to strike it rich, to be accepted. The question is: Where has the new ideal led? Now, forty-five years later, where are your children? Have you passed on your life’s philosophy to your children?”

The rabbi waited, but there was no response.

“Milton, where are your children? You are part of a Synagogue. Are your children also part of the same Synagogue?”

Pause.

Finally, Milton said, “Well, one child married out of our religion. The other child does not want to know anything about Judaism, anyway.”

“I’m not trying to ridicule either of you,” the rabbi said, “but what type of Jewish philosophy did you choose as a substitute if you cannot even pass it on to the next generation?

“The ability to reproduce itself is the difference between something authentic and something synthetic. You know, some scientists recently claimed to have developed a synthetic potato. Their potato looked like a potato, tasted like a potato, smelled like a potato, had the same texture as a potato, and even cooked like a potato. There was only one difference. When you planted it in the ground it did not produce another potato.

“So, too, there may seem to be many forms of authentic Judaism around. An authentic Judaism, though, produces offspring just like the original. You can’t get away with a synthetic potato for very long.”

“But,” Milton interjected, “who says authentic Judaism is the way you say it is? There are many branches of Judaism.”

“For one thing,” the rabbi answered, “are they all reproducing? Isn’t it abundantly clear to you that assimilation, intermarriage, and Torah illiteracy are natural results of non-Torah Judaism? Torah Judaism, on the other hand, is experiencing a rebirth. There is a continuity. There is something authentic and substantial to pass on to the children, not just so-called ‘universal’ values which, in reality, change from age to age and from culture to culture.”

“Universal values don’t change, rabbi,” Milton stated.

“Genuine universal values don’t change, but what the world calls ‘universal’ is usually, in reality, very temporary and local. For instance, if you were born in Russia fifty years ago you would have thought that it was a universal value to wave a red flag and shout, ‘Stalin is great!’ Today, of course, Communism in Russia is finished. And even before its downfall, Stalin was recognized as one of the most murderous fiends in history. Yet, that would not have stopped you from insisting that Stalin’s vision of the future was in fact the most universal value.

“It is a fact that depending upon which culture and place you were born into, you will think certain values are universal and eternal when, in fact, they are not. Torah, on the other hand, is truly universal. People of all types have returned to it over and over again no matter which time-period or culture they were in. This is evident even today. Just contemplate the remarkable continuity of teachings which is manifest in generation after generation of Torah-trained Jews. Let me illustrate that point:

“My grandfather and grandmother perished in Auschwitz. However, my great-grandfather fled Austria just before the Nazis took it over and found refuge in England. After the war, in order to comfort him a little, my parents sent me to England to live with him for one year.

“I remember one time, when I came back from cheder-school, he tested me on what I had learned that day. Afterwards, he smiled, pinched my cheek, went to the shelf, retrieved an old book, and said, ‘Let me tell you something related to the very lesson you learned today, which I had heard from my grandfather.’ As he told it, I saw his eyes gleam and his face light up; he was full of life, reminiscing, relating a Torah thought which he had heard from his grandfather about seventy-five years before.

“Just recently, my grandson visited me. I asked him what he had learned lately, and it happened to be the exact piece which my great-grandfather had tested me on about forty-five years ago. After he told me what he had learned, I smiled, pinched his cheek, and expounded on the thought which my great-grandfather taught me with such enthusiasm. My grandson’s eyes lit up as I spoke, and it reminded me of how I must have looked when the thought was originally conveyed to me.

“Suddenly, it struck me how our Torah spans all time. It links together Jews of all ages and all backgrounds on a continuum. Ten generations of my own family, from my great-grandfather’s grandfather to my grandson, were all one; all were nourished by the same Torah, excited by the same insight. Each of us represented a different point along one flowing river. This is eternity, this is truly universal.

“Of course, I have really minimized it by giving you such a personal example. The fact is, though, that the Torah is the only source known to mankind which claims that G-d transmitted all of the essential universal values to millions of people unmistakably and simultaneously.12 And that basic teaching has stayed intact over the millennia.”13

“But rabbi,” Michael asked, “haven’t there always been Jews who were not religious?”

“Only in the last century did that basic lifestyle change for a significant number of Jews. It was only then that a Judaism arose which claimed that the revelation at Mount Sinai and the lifestyle of the Torah were not the universal truths transmitted by G-d.”

“Tell this boy the truth, rabbi,” Shimon said: “as long as there have been Jews, there have been Jews who did not follow the Torah.”

“There may have been Jews who did not follow the Torah, but there was never a Judaism which did not follow the Torah — until Reform Judaism began in Germany about 150 years ago.”14

“What was the crux of their beliefs?” Michael asked.

“In essence, they claimed that man could determine the universal truths on his own. They were actually echoing ideas which were first becoming popular in the non-Jewish world at that time. I am not going to get into the philosophical fine-points of that debate now. Let me ask you, though, as an objective observer looking back over the past century and a half of man-made idealism: Has the world improved? I think Marx, Stalin and many others who were the recognized ‘idealists’ of their time and whose ideas led to murder and oppression unmatched in previous history, prove that man cannot satisfactorily determine universal ideals on his own.

“In fact, in the very country where Reform Judaism arose and Jews proclaimed proudly that they had transcended the Torah to the point where they could discard it and share universal truths with the gentiles — that very same country produced the Nazis. And it was not a coincidence.15 Man-made, non-Torah ideals, when followed through to their logical end, produce nothing but destruction. That fact may not be readily evident for decades or even centuries, but time proves that the world, and certainly the Jewish people, are better off learning about and living the universal truths contained in the Torah. It is naive and dangerous to attempt to determine them on their own.”

“But, rabbi,” Michael interjected, “you have to admit that there are some ideals which are obviously universal according to everyone.”

“Like what?”

“To me, avoidance of war and fighting at all costs is one.”

“In the 1930s, the world tried pacifism with Hitler. And, as historians will tell you, that allowed him to grow in power to the point where World War II became inevitable. Had they not been pacifists in the 1930s, the lives of over 50 million people may have been spared! The Hitlers, the Saddam Husseins, and their ilk, are embodiments of evil. And if you remain in your place, staying passive toward evil, then that evil will eventually find its way to you.

“So, in reality, Michael, the ‘universal’ ideal of pacifism is a perfect example of what I mean. Because you were raised in a certain society at a certain time, what you thought was an absolute universal ideal is, in truth, not so absolute. That is the problem with the attempts to determine ideals on your own. The Torah is a clarifying lens. The Creator put everything in it. If an ideal comes from outside the Torah, one has to be very suspicious that the full truth is not included.”16 “Perhaps you are right, rabbi,” Milton said, “but the Orthodox do not have exclusive rights to Jewish values.” “But what is the source of others’ values?” the rabbi replied. “The others embellish a fragment of the Torah and try to pass it off as a ‘real potato.’ However, that is deceitful.

“The Jewish world (as well as the gentile world) has suffered because it has not followed all the way through on the values embedded in the Torah. It has perceived the truth, but distorted it to align with its own sense of universalism. That suffocates the true ideal.

“G-d commanded the Jewish people to live according to the Torah. Mankind’s ethics originate from Torah; Torah does not originate from mankind’s ethics. And, therefore, there is no such thing as an ‘ethical Judaism’ which is devoid of Torah. When Jewish people try to deduce the ethics through their own minds and then afterwards fashion a lifestyle, the result is not Torah. The result is a synthetic potato. That is why Jews abandon Judaism. One of the highest, most ethical things a Jew can do is to discard the notion that idealism can be satisfactorily self-made or man-made. Torah is the only source for universal ideals.”

“Rabbi, you are entitled to your opinion,” Shimon suddenly spoke out. “And in this State, you are entitled to live your lifestyle. But the fact is that others want to live a secular lifestyle. And they are entitled to that. Who are you to say otherwise?”

“I am not saying otherwise — the Torah says so.”

“But, I don’t accept the Torah to begin with.”

“Then, let us examine what has happened and what is happening. Secularism in the Land of Israel has been taught in the schools and promoted in the streets for several decades now. Is it reproducing? Or is it a synthetic potato? I think the answer is clear. The ideal which the founders of this State preached is a counterfeit of the true Torah ideal. It is a synthetic representation of what our fathers and grandfathers have been upholding and dying for over all these centuries. And that is why it is not reproducing.

“Milton,” the rabbi continued, “you admitted that your children are not following in your path. Shimon, is the same true for you? Is your kibbutz growing, filling up with idealistic, self-sacrificing youth? Or is it emptying out? Are the youth replenishing your kibbutz or leaving it? Do they share your values and ideals?”

“And you religious people,” Shimon said emphatically, “all you do is fight and hate. I personally know a religious man who is a thief. And I know another —”

“Shimon,” the rabbi interrupted, “individuals do not always live up to what they represent. I know that. However, we are discussing Judaism, not Jews. We are discussing the outlook of life which has the power to improve the majority of people who are idealistic; people who desire — realize the necessity for — a structure, a plan of action, to follow through on their idealism. And this outlook has to have staying power; it has to consist of eternal truths to which searching people, either young- of-age or young-at-heart, will return over and over again, no matter which era or culture they find themselves in.”

Shimon replied, “But you religious people are so anti-Zionist, and ‘anti’ everything. You are only making problems. You don’t participate. You are trying to bring us back to medieval times. You are no different from Khomeini. Fanatics — all of you. You are just holding back progress.”

“Shimon,” the rabbi said, “I know you are talking this way because of your pain. And as painful as it was for you forty-five years ago, it was equally painful for me. Remember one thing, though: I am not representing myself. I represent the philosophy of life for which your parents and grandparents were murdered. Before yelling at me, think to yourself, would you yell the same way at your father or grandfather? Would you call him a fanatic, a Khomeini?”

“Forty years ago I would have.”

“And today?” the rabbi asked.

Quiet.

“Why the hesitation?”

More quiet.

“I will answer for you,” the rabbi said: “because you see that the non-Torah ideal is spent. Without Torah there is no Jewish survival. I acknowledge your pain. However, maybe you should reevaluate the source of it and seek to rebuild in a different way, without slinging mud at your ancestors.”

“And what is your answer?” Shimon asked, “to become a religious fanatic?”

“I’m not going to tell you to become religious. All I tell people is to study the material sincerely, and be open to it. That’s all. Examine the evidence from A to Z. Come to the seminar this weekend.”

“I don’t intend to go to a seminar. I don’t intend to be religious.”

“The issue is not whether or not to become religious. The issue is not to be angry with your grandfather; deal with your anger toward what he represented. Realize that G-d knows what He is doing. He has a design. Find yourself in the design. What you decide to do afterwards is your choice. You may feel that you are too old to make changes in your own life, but at least make peace with your grandfather.”

“I will never become a baal teshuva,” Shimon insisted. “I know firsthand how fanatical they are. My own son is one. And I don’t know who is more of a meshugana: he or his brother living in San Francisco with a German, non-Jewish woman.”

“Excuse me one second,” Michael interrupted. “Did you say your son is a baa! teshuva?”

“Yes,” Shimon said.

“But doesn’t that mean that he keeps the laws of the Torah?” Michael asked.

“It means he’s a fanatic. That’s what it means. Every baal teshuva is a fanatic.”

The rabbi interjected and said, “Michael, you were right, a baal teshuva is a Jew who renews or deepens his commitment to Judaism.”

“Let me tell you something,” Shimon said sternly. “These kids don’t know anything about Judaism. Where I grew up, if you didn’t speak Yiddish you weren’t even considered Jewish. We were in Poland for 1,000 years. Yiddishkeit wasn’t a religion. It was a way of life.

“All these baalei teshuva are nothing but brainwashed, religious fanatics. If it wasn’t Judaism, it would have been another cult. What do they know about Judaism? What do they know about the kind of lifestyle we had in the old country before the war?

“Well, now that’s all gone,” he continued, “and we had to start over. And we did start all over, but not because we wanted to get high on religion. Rather because we had to make a new life for ourselves free of religion.”

“Is your freedom working? Is it insuring Jewish survival?” the rabbi asked.

“If nothing else, it has freed us of the addiction to this opiate called religion.”

“And replaced it with a new drug called Western materialism,” Elchanan interjected.

“What do you know, young man?” Shimon said to Elchanan. “Did you ever step outside of the four walls of your yeshiva and experience the world? It’s your type of yeshivas which brainwashed people like my son.”

“Your son probably didn’t become a baal teshuva because he was brainwashed or because he wanted a high or because he is a fanatic,” Elchanan asserted. “Most baalei teshuva come to the intellectual realization that the Torah is true only after long bouts of down-to- earth, honest soul-searching. Take Uri Zohar.”

“Don’t talk to me about that traitor,” Shimon said.

“Who is Uri Zohar?” Michael asked.

“He was probably the number-one media personality in Israeli society — a brilliant comedian revered by all. One day, though, he asked a couple of questions. One thing led to another and he began realizing that the Torah was true. Now, he teaches others about it.”

“He must have been brainwashed,” Shimon said. “No intelligent, educated Israeli would have let himself get tricked like that.”

“Let me tell you something, then,” Elchanan said. “I am a baal teshuva.17 I was raised on a kibbutz and became a member of the Israeli air force. And I was educated enough to work as a news reporter for one of the major Israeli newspapers.”

Milton spoke up and asked, “Then how did you become religious?”

“It started with one of those seminars the rabbi has been speaking about. I did not attend the seminar to become religious, though. Quite the contrary, I was determined to write a damaging article exposing them as a cult.

“You see, a friend of mine became a baal teshuva shortly after Uri Zohar became one. And it hurt me. I felt totally betrayed. I spoke to my friend, and I thought he was brainwashed just as Shimon claimed before. No matter what I said to him, he had an answer. And I thought that this seminar was the front for a real brainwashing cult. I decided I was going to expose it as such.

“I knew that they wouldn’t like the idea that I wanted to attend the seminar as a reporter, so I signed up and led them to believe that I was really interested. All along, though, it was just a cover-up. I wanted to expose them. I went with a partner and a hidden tape recorder in order to definitively show the public that it was all just a big fraud.

“As I attended the classes, however, I could not simply sit there and listen. I had to interact and ask questions. Suddenly, it dawned on me that the 150 other participants were some of the most educated, sincere people I had met — mathematicians, scientists, professors, military strategists. The lectures covered every topic — archaeology, philosophy, authenticity of the tradition, the hidden codes in the Torah, etc. And one by one I started to realize that their arguments made more sense than mine.

“Reluctantly, I soon had to admit that it was not brainwashing. Questions were fired at the presenters constantly. There was interaction, freedom of expression, and simple honesty. And it was all intellectually stimulating. Even so, emotionally I resisted because I had invested so much in my previous lifestyle.

“Finally, I decided to try learning in yeshiva full-time — not because I believed, but rather because I wanted to call their bluff. I couldn’t allow myself to believe that everything I had held sacred and true was false, yet I did not have arguments to counter them; so I decided to try learning for a short time.

“I did not want to deceive people, though. Therefore, from the beginning, I told my rabbi, ‘I don’t want to mislead you. I did not come here to become a baal teshuva. On the contrary, I came here to find out where you are wrong. I am too ignorant to have a debate with you. I want to learn enough in order to prove you wrong.’

‘“When you find where the rabbis are wrong,’ the rabbi answered me, ‘show me and I will be the first to walk out with you.’

“Eventually, I had to admit that the authenticity of the Torah was proven beyond doubt. I was not brainwashed. My eyes were simply opened to things I hadn’t realized before.

“Well, this was several years ago. I have decided to pursue learning as much as I can and one day teach others. You should know, though, that it has not been easy. My father was very much against it all. He too was a kibbutznik. However, when he came to my wedding, and then later when he came to the brit milah of my first son, he saw the friendship, the unity — the spirit for life and Jewishness which he could never give me — and he softened. Today he and my mother are shomer-Shabbat. First, they were fighting it tooth and nail, though.

“To me, it is all brainwashing,” Shimon said.

“No one brainwashed Uri Zohar or me,” Elchanan said. “No one twisted our arms. We simply started learning Torah.”

“And, by the way, that is exactly how the Torah predicted it to happen,” the rabbi added. “It will be natural. No tricks. All it will take is informing people of knowledge which was always close to their heart, but which they were closed to or never really aware of.”

“What do you mean that is the way it is predicted it will happen?” Michael asked.

“The Uri Zohars, the Teshuva Movement, the reawakening of Russian Jewry — everything of this nature was all prophesied.”

“Where?”

“In the Torah. These prophecies have been recorded and known for a long time. A person just has to study them a little in order to realize that the return to Torah Judaism of so many of today’s Jewish youth is not a coincidence. It is something long ago foretold.”

“I would be very interested to see some of these prophecies,” Michael said.

“You just missed an entire lecture on it,” Elchanan responded.

“If you want,” the rabbi said, “after we drive Milton and Shimon to where they have to go, we can sit down and study them.”

“That would be great.”

“Oh no you don’t,” Shimon said sharply. “If the rabbi has something to show you, I want to see it too. I’m not going to let him brainwash you like they did my son,” he said to Michael. Shimon then turned to the rabbi and said, “I’m in no rush. If you have something to show this young man, then let’s see it together, right here.”

“It would be my pleasure,” the rabbi said. “I have the material in the car.”
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CHAPTER 2

PROPHECIES MATERIALIZED IN OUR TIMES

The Teshuva Prophecy, Verse One

They waited a few moments as the rabbi walked to the car. Returning with a briefcase in his hand, he sat down, opened it up and reached inside. “I don’t know if you can read Hebrew,” he said to Michael as he pulled out a thin paperback booklet, “but I will translate everything you need to know. If there is any error in translation, I am sure Shimon will inform you.

“Now, this entire section on page thirteen,” the rabbi said as he handed Michael the booklet, “is written at the end of the chumash, that is, the Five Books of Moses. It is in the Book of Deuteronomy, which we call Devarim. The context in which it takes place is Moses final communication to the people before his death. He was relating to them their destiny concerning what would take place in the distant future, at a time-period called the End of Days. Verse one reads as follows:

And it will be that when all these things come to pass — the blessing and the curse — which I have placed before you, then you will return to your heart [from] in the midst of all the nations where G-d your G-d pushed you to. (Devarim 30:1)

“In essence, this verse tells us that after all the good tidings and all the bad tidings, which were prophesied in the previous chapters of the Torah, come to pass; namely: after the blessing of the glory days of Kings David and Solomon and after the curse of the destruction of the Temple; and even after the blessing of the great spiritual-intellectual accomplishments in the lands of exile such as Babylon, Spain and Europe as well as after the curse of the worst of the persecutions, the Inquisition, and the Holocaust — after everything, a wave of teshuva will sweep through the descendants of Israel. The wave of teshuva will cause them to return to their very hearts, i.e. to the things which are most dear to them, which they had not been turning toward prior to that.

“Or, as the Biblical commentator and sage known as the Abarbanel explains: even though people will not necessarily be able to express it, they will very much feel it in their hearts. They will feel a curiosity about and longing for Torah.

“And we have seen this borne out with our own eyes.

“Twenty years ago an objective observer had to conclude that the traditional Torah outlook on life was virtually dead,” the rabbi continued. “Assimilation, intermarriage, and animosity toward religious values seemed deeply ingrained in the modern Jewish psyche. However, something happened. A movement began. A trickle at first. Nevertheless, a significant number of Jews began following their yearnings to find out about their heritage, the Torah and its ways.

“This renewed yearning and return — this teshuva — did not occur among the types of Jews where you might expect it to occur. Rather, children raised in the most spiritually alienated homes — whether in homes of the wealthy, materialistic west or in the actively atheistic, left-wing homes of Russia and secular Israel — began returning. And that is what the verse predicts: Where will this return occur? From ‘. . . in the midst of the nations . . . .’ From America, from Russia, etc.

“Of course, this prediction includes even secular Jews living in the land of Israel, because it refers to anyone whose lifestyle is an imitation of the non-Jewish nations, anyone who wants nothing more than that Israel should be a nation like all other nations.18 And therefore it is not surprising that today there is virtually no family, in Israel at least, which does not have at the minimum one member who has returned to the ways of Torah.”

“Rabbi,” Michael said, “I’m not sure I understand. Please explain to me again exactly how the verse predicted this, and how this prediction is unique.”

“Sure. It was predicted in the Torah over 3,300 years ago that the Jews will return from ‘the midst of all the nations.’ First, you have to understand that this was said before they became a nation with a land of their own. And then it implies that after a number of years as a nation with a homeland they would face exile into ‘the midst of the nations.’19

“Next, you have to realize that historians know full well that conquered, exiled, dispersed people do not survive long — even entrenched, world powers like the Romans eventually fell to the forces of history, and disappeared entirely.20 Yet, the Jewish people have always proved an exception to their theories. And the Torah predicted long ago that not only would they experience and survive exile, remaining a distinct entity within the lands of their exile — itself unprecedented — but they would eventually revive themselves and ‘return to their hearts.’”

“Haven’t Christianity and Islam survived for almost 2,000 years?” Michael asked.

“True, but not as defenseless minorities living under unending hatred and persecution. The Jewish people have faced physical and spiritual persecution unmatched in the annals of history. Yet, even as recently as 200 years ago there was no such thing as a Jew who was not imbued with the knowledge of Torah. And even since then, up to our day, there have always been Jewish people knowledgeable in and practicing Torah. The chain extending back to our origins on Mount Sinai has never been broken. As the Torah, in another section, prophesies: the Jewish people are going to remain ‘very few among the nations’21 and still will never forget the Torah.”

Shimon jumped up at this and said, “Who says it is not forgotten? Most Jews do not know or care about the Torah. And those who do have only your word and the word of other rabbis that the Torah you claim to be so faithfully adhering to is the same Torah as that practiced in biblical times.”

“Shimon, did you ever see a mezuzah?” the rabbi asked.

“Of course.”

“Do you know what is involved in simply putting a mezuzah on the doorpost?”

“No.”

“Close to five-thousand detailed laws have to be complied with just in order to make one fit mezuzah! And all of these laws are found only in the Oral Torah; the Written Torah mentions nothing more than putting them on your doorposts.”

“What do you mean you need five-thousand laws just for one little mezuzah?” Shimon asked.

“Each letter of the Hebrew alphabet alone has dozens of laws related to exactly how it can and cannot be written. If the corner of one little letter yud is rounded instead of squared, then the entire mezuzah is not good. And as for tefillin, there are close to 30,000 detailed laws which the scribe has to know in order to produce one fit set! A valid Torah scroll needs to conform to a few million detailed laws! And yet, mezuzos, tefillin, and Torah scrolls are made no differently than they were 3,300 years ago. That is a fact.”

“How do you know that?”

“For one thing, Jewish communities which had no contact with each other or with the outside world for centuries produced, and still produce, the same mezuzos, tefillin, and Torah scrolls. The mezuzah written in Yemen is the exact same one written by any other Torah scribe; both adhere to the exact same 5,000 detailed laws related to mezuzah. And the same is true for tefillin and Torah scrolls.

“Now, tell me, Shimon, is that logical?” the rabbi asked. “If you think I am making a big thing out of nothing, tell me.”

“Maybe you people somehow all communicate with each other.”

“Yemen had been an isolated community for centuries. Modern-day communications were only introduced this century. We have been dispersed among the nations for almost 2,000 years.

“If you want more evidence,” the rabbi continued, “when they excavated Masada, they found tefillin made the same way tefillin are made today (in addition to a mikvah which reproduced all the myriad intricate laws which are needed to make a fit mikvah today). Archaeological discoveries, including those of the Dead Sea Scrolls, confirm the unexplainable detailed uniformity of mezuzos, tefillin, mikvaos, Torah scrolls, and/or other items whose details can only be found in the Oral Torah, the traditions of one Jewish person to another. Does it make any sense that after thousands of years as an oppressed, dispersed minority, that these very complex traditions should remain intact down to the most minute details?

“Think about it,” the rabbi challenged. “And think about just how dispersed and splintered the Jewish people are. No ethnic group has such internal fragmentation and disharmony. Perhaps you know the story about the time Chaim Weizman, the first President of the State of Israel, met with Harry Truman, then President of the United States. Truman asked him how it felt to be President.

“‘I’m afraid it is a harder job than yours, Mr. President,’ Weizman stated. ‘You see, you are only President of 200 million citizens. I, on the other hand, am President of one million Presidents!’

“The Jewish people are a small minority, and a very splintered small minority. Everyone has an opinion and is not afraid to express it. Yet, our religious articles are exactly the same down to the most minute details. And they have been that way for thousands of years. That in itself is miraculous and unprecedented. However, for the Torah to predict that, and that we would be expelled from our country, remain as a minority in foreign lands, and still not completely forget the Torah is very noteworthy, to say the least.

“My friend, Shimon,” the rabbi said, “you can call us fanatics, but the fact is that the burden of proof falls upon you to explain all these phenomena.”

Shimon sat quietly and did not respond.

“Rabbi,” Michael said, “if what you say about the archaeological evidence concerning the similarity of all these religious details is true — that is impressive. However, going back to your original point that the survival of the Jewish people all these years is a miraculous event — isn’t there some logical reason that can explain it?”

“Whatever reasons you want to come up with, Michael, the fact is that it is completely illogical that we should have survived as a separate people among strange and usually hostile nations for 2,000 years now. Other national-ethnic entities in similar situations have always become absorbed among the host country and lost completely. Only we have survived under these conditions.”

“But there must be some logical reason for it,” Michael said.

“Yes. The logic is that it is the fulfillment of G-d’s promise. Other than that, they have not yet invented the theory or rule which explains our history.”

“How did we become exiled in the first place?” Michael asked.

“That’s a good question,” the rabbi replied. “The verse that I quoted to you before testifies: ‘. . . where G-d pushed you to.’ In other words, whatever ‘natural’ political, societal, and military forces can be used to explain the exile, they were nothing more than instruments in the hand of G-d. It was no one other that G-d Himself who dispersed us to the ‘four corners’ of the earth.”

“If there is a G-d, though,” Michael asked, “why would He do that?”

“That is really an entire lecture.22 You have to understand who the people of Israel are and what the benefit of their suffering is. Once you understand that, then you will have the tools to understand not only the exile but the Holocaust. I do not intend to give the entire lecture now. However, if you are patient I will try to explain one aspect.”

“Please.”

“First, I want to reemphasize to you that the phrase from ‘the midst of the nations’ refers to even more than just physically being amidst the nations. It refers to the spiritual state of being amidst the nations as well. I want to make sure you understand very clearly exactly what that means, so let me elaborate.

“It is an all-too-well-known fact that an extremely high percentage of cult members are Jews. You know, people tell the story about a woman, let’s call her Mrs. Schwartz, who attended a week-long program sponsored by one of those Far-Eastern religions. Of course, everyone was surprised to see a quaint, middle-aged Jewish woman, Mrs. Schwartz, attending — especially since the entire week she did nothing but sit in the last row and knit, not paying attention to even one lecture.

“After the week was up, they announced that in two months a regional conference on the West Coast would be held for anyone interested in expanding his or her knowledge. It would last one month, it was announced, at a cost of $3,000 per person. Three or four people approached the podium and immediately signed up — one of them Mrs. Schwartz.

“The organizers thought it was strange, but she paid the $3,000, so they registered her. She attended the program, stayed the entire month, but again did not pay attention to one class. All she did was sit in the back and knit.

“At the end of the program, another announcement was made concerning a special pilgrimage to the holy guru in the mountains of Tibet. For $15,000, everything would be included: airfare, caravan-fare, and an audience with the holy guru. Again, only three or four people signed up — one of them Mrs. Schwartz!

“By now, the organizers were completely befuddled. What did the woman want? What could she be there for? Nevertheless, they took her money, registered her, and met her at the flight departing for Tibet.

“In Tibet, they put together an expedition which took them high into the mountains until they finally reached the dwelling place of the holy guru. People were standing in line, some for days, just to have an audience with him. Mrs. Schwartz, with her typical patience, got on line as well, and began waiting.

“On line someone told her, ‘If you have no more than three words to say to the guru you can go on the express line.’

“Delighted, Mrs. Schwartz replied, ‘Yes. I only have three words to say.’ She switched lines. Meanwhile her program organizers were completely up in arms now. Why in the world did this woman go through all this time and expense to only say three words to the guru?

“Finally, her turn came. She approached the holy guru, looked him in the eyes, and said, ‘David . . . come home.’ The guru was her son.

“That’s the way the joke goes. The amazing thing is that it is based on a true story: a distraught mother did attend several programs in order to travel all the way to the Far East to bring back her son, the guru. And her David really did come home.

“How does a Jewish boy end up in Tibet? This is a fulfillment of the prophecy that we will be dispersed ‘in the midst of the nations.’ Not only physically, but spiritually.

“Unfortunately, this is not a rare phenomenon. Before I answer your question, Michael, let me quickly tell you about one such case which I was personally involved in. A young woman had been involved in a Far-Eastern cult. In fact, she was so deeply involved that she had been in the cult for fifteen years. Nevertheless, for a reason that I will explain shortly, she came to New York for two months in order to attend classes on anything related to Jewish mysticism.

“It happened that her last night in New York, before she was planning to return to the Ashram where she had lived her previous fifteen years, she met a student in one of the local women’s schools where I had taught. She said to the student, ‘I was here for two months studying Judaism, and nothing convinced me of its validity. Now, I am going back to my religion.’

“That student called me and begged me to arrange a meeting with this woman. I thought to myself, ‘What can I do? This woman has been in the cult fifteen years. For the past two months she has attended every class around. What can I do?’ Nevertheless, since I got the call, I knew that I had to at least try something. I, therefore, told the student to set up an appointment.

“I met with the woman that night. She originally told me that she could not stay more than an hour. Nevertheless, we began talking at 8:00 p.m. and did not finish until midnight. My approach was to show her many of the hidden codes in the Torah. She was fascinated. When I finally showed her one particularly complex and profound code, she panicked. She was intellectually aware enough to realize the implications of the code, which is basically that there is virtually no way the Torah could have been written by a human being or by any intelligence known to man.”

“What exactly are these hidden codes?” Michael asked.

“The lecture on the hidden codes in the Torah is one of the major lectures given at the seminars that I have been talking about. I can speak for hours and hours on them. However, I think we would end up going on a tangent if I explained them to you now.23 I only mention it to let you know what it was that finally got through to this woman.”

“Okay.”

“Anyway, since she was impressed by the codes, I asked her to stay in town a while longer rather than returning immediately to the Ashram. She told me that she would have to let me know the next morning.

“Meanwhile, she returned to the dormitory and the student who had originally called me, called me again the next morning. She had overheard a conversation between that woman and her guru. The woman had been on the phone crying: ‘I found something which cannot be ignored,’ she told her guru. ‘It has to be thoroughly investigated.’

“The guru apparently told her to continue her stay in New York and investigate further. To make a long story short, the woman became a baales teshuva, and is now a thriving wife and mother who resides in Jerusalem.

“Later on, I found out that her original intention in coming to New York from the Ashram was not to become Torah-observant. She was prompted by her guru, because she was being groomed to be the next guru! Part of her grooming was to study Jewish mysticism. Her guru realized that the Jewish people had valuable knowledge and therefore sent this woman to study in New York at the Ashram’s expense.

“Ironically, the incident which spurred her to try out the Ashram fifteen years earlier occurred when she finished college and was very interested in mysticism. When she expressed this interest to her rabbi, he advised her to go to the Ashram!

“This is what it means to be ‘in the midst of the nations.’ Someone who goes around with the title ‘rabbi’ advises a Jewish person to attend an Ashram; on the other hand, even the guru of the Ashram realizes that if there is knowledge anywhere, it can be found among the Jewish people.

“In any event, the statement that Jews will be ‘in the midst of the nations’ is not only literal but figurative. Jews will have tried every fad, philosophy, cult, etc. — and they will not just be participants, but they will become the leaders, the gurus, the Nobel Prize winners — they will indulge themselves in everything the nations have to offer . . . everything, that is, but ‘their heart.’

“Now, to finally answer your original question, Michael: Why did G-d allow this? Why did He ‘push’ us into ‘the midst of the nations’? The answer is: Because from within that very self-alienation, we would return to our roots with a greater determination than ever. And ‘you are going to do teshuva . . . in the midst of all the nations.’ There will not be one ‘off-the-wall’ ideology and idolatry where Jews will not be found. Cults, cultural movements, counter-cultural movements, political movements, counter-political movements — you name it, Jews can be found there.

“Yet, we have to know that G-d is the One who dispatched us into ‘the midst of the nations.’ Why? Ultimately, in order to see through their shiny exterior — the allure of a new, man-made idealism — and reject it. Why the need to be cast into ‘the nations’ and their ideologies merely in order to reject them? Because, in the end, this will help us to better appreciate what it is we have. In other words, by finding out what the endless array of man-made ideologies and cultures really lead to, we would eventually come to appreciate ours — ‘our heart’ — to a much greater degree.

“G-d gave only one Torah to the world and only to the Jewish people. We are not to consider ourselves merely as one of the nations in any way, shape, or form. All these centuries of exile are worthwhile, if for no other reason than for us to know that with a full heart.”

“That is a very good answer,” Michael said, “I probably understand it better than you can imagine.”

“Rabbi,” Milton said, “I’m not satisfied. I don’t know from the Torah, but I do have some life experience. I’m from America, and I don’t necessarily share all the same intense feelings concerning religion as my friend Shimon. Nevertheless, just from listening to the stories you told I can’t help but wonder what these young people see in Judaism. Aren’t they just going from one cult to another?”

“Your question is sincere, Milton, and I will try to answer you sincerely,” the rabbi said. “When I first heard about the phenomenon of baalei teshuva I, too, was skeptical. Very skeptical. I couldn’t believe they were sincere. And I set out to research it thoroughly.

“For two years or so I was not at peace with the phenomenon. I couldn’t figure out how or why a person coming from an assimilated family with everything — money, friends, talents, etc. — all of a sudden claims to have discovered the truth, often at the expense of everything else.

“As part of my research, I would visit one of the baal teshuva institutions in Jerusalem and stay up with the students sometimes till three or four o’clock in the morning, literally interrogating them, in order to find out their deepest motivations. Then, one day I concluded that they were authentic. They had a certain fire, a certain . . . respect for the truth that I did not have.

“And I asked myself: Why? Why should they have this sensitivity for truth and falsehood to the point where they become baalei teshuva? There are many things which I can say and preach, but can’t live up to.

“The answer is the verse I have been speaking about. When the spirit of teshuva will come into this world, it will first effect the most alienated group, those who are ‘in the midst of the nations.’ Look at the commentary of the scholar and Biblical commentator, Sforno, which I underlined on the page you are turned to. He comments on the verse I just read to you.

You are going to probe and research the destructive nature [of the lifestyle of those nations amongst whom you live] and [it will impact on you so much that] you will reflect and be struck by the sharp contrast between truth and falsehood. And with that you will perceive how far away and alienated you are from G-d and His Torah.

“As anyone who has dealt with baalei teshuva knows, that is exactly what the majority of these returnees are about.

“However else we understand it, it is clear from the verse that a time will come when world Jewry will lose its ‘heart’; each of us in our own way will abandon the Torah of our fathers. Then we will all come back. These alienated Jews coming back are for real.”

“Let me see that commentary,” Shimon said.

Michael gave him the booklet and then asked the rabbi, “How long ago did the writer of this commentary, which you underlined, live?”

“Over five hundred years ago.”

The Spiritual Holocaust

“Rabbi,” Elchanan said, “as long as you have brought it up, I have a question concerning that prophecy which I’ve been meaning to ask you. According to what you are saying, a person born and raised in an observant home should close his books, take off his yarmulke, and go to some monastery in Tibet or move to Times Square in order to become a baal teshuva.”

“G-d forbid,” the rabbi reassured.

“But if Jews have to become baalei teshuva, then what about those who were raised in a Torah environment and never left? Doesn’t that put them at a disadvantage?”

“Of course not. People born and raised observant may not have to do teshuva on things like desecrating Shabbos or eating treif, nevertheless, they do have to do teshuva on things like sinas chinom (baseless hatred), loshon hara (slanderous speech and gossip) — they have to do teshuva on not serving G-d with enough simcha, i.e., with enough joy.”

“If that is so, then why don’t they do so more often? Why don’t they become baalei teshuva?”

“That’s a good question. The reason is that they don’t feel they are far away spiritually. They don’t feel that they have deteriorated. They look at themselves in the mirror and see a good Jew. They think that they are close to G-d, but they are probably not.

“And I am speaking for myself. Let me tell you one of the first times I realized this. About ten years ago I helped a young woman become a baales teshuva,” the rabbi said. “She brought her parents to my house for the Yom Tov of Simchas Torah. Her father did not know how to pray, so he took an English siddur and sat there with it.

“When it came time to sing the halel prayer, the father turned to me and said with the sincerity of a child, ‘Please, rabbi, say this part slowly so that I can say it with you.’ As I said the words with him slowly, we came to the phrase m’kimi m’afar daal m’ashposy’arim evion, ‘lift up from the dust the poor man; from the refuse, raise the destitute.’

“As I said the words, I thought to myself, ‘Master of the Universe, this is a poor man next to me; he is destitute of his heritage; please lift him and raise him.’ Then, in the middle of that thought another thought came to me, ‘He is poor and I am not? Am I rich? In some ways I am even poorer than he. He’s poor, but he knows he is poor. I don’t even know I am poor!’

“And I thought, ‘Why am I praying only for him? Why am I not also praying for myself? You know why?’ I thought, ‘because I don’t know how far I am from G-d.’

“Why does a person feel he is close to G-d when he may not be? Because he sees others who are obviously so far from G-d. However, if he knew how far he, too, was from G-d, then he would feel the need to do teshuva as much as they. Yes, they are poor. But he is poor, too.

“We are living in what many have called the spiritual holocaust.24 This holocaust is subtle, yet it too makes no distinction between the Torah-observant and non-observant. Rather than destroying bodies, these spiritual crematoria destroy souls.

“This holocaust has put even many observant Jews into a deep sleep, a spiritual coma. We lose our sensitivity to practice Shabbos, to practice mitzvos, to learn Torah. It creates an insensitivity to ourselves; we stop appreciating what a Jew is — what and who we are.

“This ‘gas’ seeps right in through the cracks of our beautiful homes. The poison comes over the airwaves and into our bedrooms. The deterioration is slow and hardly noticeable, but there nonetheless.

“People raised observant do not have to move to Tibet or Times Square,” the rabbi concluded. “If we were honest with ourselves we would feel how truly distant we are from G-d and find plenty to work on to help make us become real baalei teshuva.”

The Teshuva Prophecy, Verse Two

“It seems to me that you are just saying that for the sake of argument, rabbi,” Milton said. “If you really believed that, then why, when you described those Jews who are ‘in the midst of the nations,’ did you give examples only about secular people and kids in cults? Shouldn’t the wording in the verse also allude to the fact that you religious people also have to do teshuva?”

“It does,” the rabbi answered. “I just have not gotten to that part yet. The truth is, though, that the teshuva of the always-observant is predicted in the very next verse in Devarim chapter 30. Let me quote it, and then translate the Sforno’s commentary on it:

Then you will return ‘up until’ G-d your G-d and listen to His voice concerning everything that I commanded you this day — you and your children — with all your heart and with all your soul. (Devarim 30:2)

The Sforno explains this second verse as follows:

You will do teshuva purely for the sake of heaven, for the sake of G-d . . . not like people who do mitzvos by rote, as you had been doing them prior to this time.

“This second verse indicates a second type of Jew.25 Thus, while the first verse is centered on those who are ‘in the midst of the nations,’ the second verse refers to the teshuva of those already living an observant Jewish lifestyle, those who were always doing mitzvos, but not for the sake of heaven. They will not have to change the outer trappings; they will only carry out the commandments with more sincerity, with more joy.

“This group will do teshuva in the manner of: ‘. . . you and your children,’ i.e., it is going to be a Judaism which is authentic, which can be passed on to the children. This is the surest indicator of an authentic Judaism — the children’s following in their parents’ footsteps. Remember the analogy of the synthetic potato: it does not reproduce itself. Only real potatoes do.

“The same thing is true with Judaism. In their own minds, many Jews think they are conveying an authentic Judaism to their children. However, their children do not take up their ways. The children who are coming back to the path of their grandparents and great-grandparents do so because they sense that it is not a synthetic representation, but rather ‘the real thing.’

“The same is true of observant people, albeit to a lesser degree. Their children do not always follow in their footsteps. The parents think they are living a full Judaism, but they are all too often missing a truly deep commitment or an overflowing sense of joy in living the Torah lifestyle. And their children pick up on it.

“That situation, though, this second verse predicts, will be remedied through teshuva — teshuva which ‘. . . you and your children’ will do because it is going to be the kind of Judaism done ‘with all your heart and with all your soul,’ i.e., there will no longer be such a thing as following eighty percent of the Torah or even only ninety-nine percent of the Torah; everyone will keep the Torah joyfully without any reservations.

“And, by the way, we are beginning to see a trickle, at least, of this second stage of the Teshuva Movement: the inner awakening of the established Jewish community.”

Elchanan interjected and said, “Are we really seeing the beginning of this second stage, rabbi? I hate to say it, and I know that individual Jews are not perfect, but one thing that bothers me is that I see so many Jews who do mitzvos by rote; their davening, and their whole Yiddishkeit is like a large burden on them. I can’t understand it. I left everything behind. I don’t have the outer trappings of the ‘good life,’ as they call it, any longer. Nevertheless, I know that I really have everything.

Then Elchanan added, “I know it is not everyone, however, it is common enough to make me wonder if indeed it is as you say that this second stage in the teshuva process is underway.”

“No one can say with certainty whether or not it is truly underway,” the rabbi said. “However, as long as you have brought it up, you should understand where they are coming from. They have always dragged this heavy baggage which their grandparents gave them. You, on the other hand, opened up the sack and discovered that is was a bag full of ‘diamonds.’ They have been doing mitzvos by rote because they never worked to acquire them. They never made the original purchase; they never really looked into the sack on their backs. They just inherited it from their parents and thought it was nothing more than a heavy sack of rocks. Therefore, they are less excited. And that is exactly why they need you. When they look at you, you ignite them. You may not realize that because you are part of the process, however, it is true.

“This is why the teshuva process has two stages,” the rabbi continued. “First, the Jew alienated from his heritage wakes up, and then the Jew who took it for granted sees him and rediscovers his own enthusiasm. We cannot easily become baalei teshuva without your first becoming a baal teshuva, Elchanan. We never abandoned the body of Judaism. Nevertheless, we became like robots in performing the mitzvos. We slowly distanced ourselves further and further away from the inner richness of the Torah lifestyle. We need to learn from you about enthusiasm for Torah.”

Isaiah: Distant Ones and Close Ones

“You are just saying that,” Shimon insisted. “You don’t believe that you and your religious friends have distanced yourselves, as you say.”

“I’m afraid I do,” the rabbi stated. “And the proof is that whether I like it or not, I have to believe in the words of our prophets. And this situation is stated clearly by the prophet Isaiah,” the rabbi said taking the booklet and turning to the appropriate page. “Here is what he writes:

Distant ones, hear what I have done; close ones, know My might. (Isaiah 33:14)

“This verse mentions two types of Jews: distant ones and near ones. Before 200 years ago, there was no such thing as a secular Jew. Isaiah’s words, then, are directed to a generation like ours, where some Jews fail to believe in G-d, while others still do believe in Him and follow His Torah.

“Given those alternatives, the average person would say that ‘the distant ones’ are the Jews raised in an assimilated environment, and ‘the close ones’ are Jews raised in an environment where Torah is observed. However, if you read the commentary of Rashi, you see a surprising interpretation. Rashi writes as follows:

Rechokim, i.e., ‘the distant ones’ refers to the ones who believe in Me, and perform My will from their youth. K’rovim, i.e., ‘the near ones’ refers to the baalei teshuva, who have come close to Me recently.

“In other words, it is the exact opposite of what we would have thought. The ones who are far are the ones who always kept the Torah. The ones who are close are the ones who only recently started keeping it!”

“How could that be?” Elchanan asked. “How could the ones who did not keep the Torah in their youth be closer than the ones who did?”

“Think of two children,” the rabbi replied, “one who is born into wealth and one who is born poor, but who becomes a millionaire. The wealthy child does not appreciate his million dollars; he tends to complain and is reckless with money. The child who was poor at first, on the other hand, appreciates every dollar.

“Jews born into and raised in this unimaginably rich spiritual heritage called Torah can more easily have their spiritual sensitivities grow numb. A one-time alienated Jew who comes back to Torah because he searched and toiled, on the other hand, is doubly wealthy. He has the wealth and he appreciates its value. ‘According to the pain, so is the reward.’26 And, therefore, without teshuva, although he is a good Jew, a Jew observing the Torah for no other reason than that he has done so from his youth is not as close to G-d as the genuine baal teshuva.

The Light at the End of the Tunnel

“Another way to look at it is like this,” the rabbi said: “When the Jewish people went into exile centuries and centuries ago it was like they were entering a long, dark tunnel. A tunnel possesses two types of light: a light at the entrance and a light at the exit. The further you move away from the entrance, the weaker the light emanating from it becomes. However, once you near the exit, then the more you move forward, the closer and stronger the light becomes.

The giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai was a flash of blinding, radiant light — the light of knowledge. As we moved away from Sinai, though, the light got weaker and weaker. We entered the tunnel of exile. At first the light at the entrance way still reached us. But then it began to fade. Darkness set in and got thicker as we moved along, until finally it engulfed us.

“Now, as we keep on moving forward, though, those in the front of the line — those most surrounded by darkness, furthest away from the original light — begin to see the first ray of light in the distance. It is the light emanating from the exit.

“Those of us who were born and raised in religious homes have a light, too. However, that is still light remaining from the entrance. It is not a light yet linked to the future. The light of the future is the light emanating from Moshiach and the era he will usher in. Teshuva, turning to G-d, is the essential ingredient of that era.”

“This teshuva prophecy,” Shimon asked, “how do you know that it has not already occurred? Maybe it happened in some earlier era?”

“Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman, the Ramban — the undisputed Torah leader of his day — comments on this verse where the teshuva prophecy is stated:

This entire prophecy is all for some future date; everything mentioned here regarding this topic has not yet happened. (Devarim 30:1)

“The Ramban lived about 700 years ago. His words tell us clearly that during the 2,600 years between the time when Moses wrote down these words and the Ramban’s day the prophecy had not been fulfilled.”

“But maybe it was fulfilled some time earlier within the last 700 years,” Milton asked.

“One answer to your question is the Holocaust. The subject matter in the Torah which precedes our verse is known as the Tochachah, the Rebuke. It consists of predictions of the most severe punishments, something which only the Holocaust has resembled in full. The meaning of the juxtaposition of the Tochachah and teshuva is that a Holocaust of the proportions of the Tochachah will take place before the Teshuva Movement.

“Our verse itself says: ‘After all these things — the blessing and the curse . . . .’ Even taking into account all of Jewish history, including the Roman wars, the pogroms, the Inquisition, the Cossack massacres, etc. — nothing reached the dimensions of the curse of the Holocaust. And ‘all these things’ — everything — has to have happened before this prophecy is primed to be fulfilled.

“Certainly not before the Ramban’s time, and clearly not since have the Jewish people undergone such an ordeal; neither have they been so scattered across the globe, and so close to fulfilling the prerequisite of living ‘in the midst of (all) the nations’ both literally and figuratively.”

Malachi: The Hearts of the Fathers

“I’m sorry,” Shimon said, “but I don’t buy any of this. You have only shown one vague prophecy. It doesn’t really say, for instance, any special details about how this teshuva is supposed to take place.”

“Then, let me turn to the prophet Malachi,” the rabbi said, taking the booklet lying on the table. “Malachi was one of our last prophets,” he continued as he turned the page. “In fact, the prophetic book by his name contains the very last prophecies in all Scripture. And the final of Malachi’s prophecies speaks about the End of Days:

Remember the Torah of Moses My servant, which I commanded him in Horeb (Mount Sinai), for all Israel, statutes and laws . . .

“The verse is talking to ‘all Israel,’ even — and especially — us today. It also tells us to ‘remember’ the Torah; in other words, we will have to be reminded of the truths G-d gave us on Mount Sinai which will have, generally, become forgotten in one form or another.

“How will we be reminded? The verse continues:

. . . Behold, I am going to send to you Eliyahu (Elijah) the prophet some time before the day of G-d, great and fearful . . .

“Eliyahu will come to prepare us in advance of the ‘great and fearful day of G-d.’ How will he prepare us? Malachi continues:

. . . He will return the hearts of the parents onto the children, and the hearts of the children onto the parents . . .

“The simple understanding is that Eliyahu will bridge the generation gap. All of us know that there is a tremendous generation gap. If our great-grandparents would get up from the grave, they would not recognize us. That is the simple understanding. Rashi, however, explains this in a unique way. But, before I explain Rashi’s comment, let me finish off the last phrase of this verse:

. . . lest I will come, and bring total destruction to the world. (Malachi 3:22-24)

“In other words, in the End of Days, before ‘the great and fearful day of G-d,’ when Moshiach will be recognized by all, the Jewish nation will find itself at a cross-road. Either we will come together, young and old, and return to G-d, or we will face destruction.”

“Who will face destruction?” Michael asked, “the Jews or the world?”

“It could mean either one. And G-d, through the prophet Malachi, is telling us that the ability to prevent the destruction will not be in the world’s hands. ‘I will come . . .’ — it is something only G-d has control of. And we of the nuclear age know this all too well. No matter how much the world speaks of peace, the establishment of true peace entails something a lot more than the mere ‘good will’ of the nations.

“However, we need not be afraid of it. The world belongs to a Creator. It is not the product of a random ‘big bang.’ The Creator has a global design which preceded creation. It will come about. The verse is only telling us that in order to prevent this natural path toward destruction, we will have to do teshuva.

“Now, let me return to Rashi’s comment. It will answer your question, Shimon, and show you how a very unpredictable detail about the Teshuva Movement was written down long ago.

“The teshuva phenomenon, as a movement, is not much more than fifteen years old. Before that time, individuals returned to the Torah path, however, the larger-scale movement is very recent. Now, before the movement began, what would be the logical way of predicting the process through which it would come about? Who should be influencing whom to become a baal teshuva?

“If you would have asked the average person twenty years ago, he would have answered that the father or grandfather would cause the child to become a baal teshuva. Torah is a tradition from generation to generation. Therefore, it is logical to think that the older generation would reintroduce Torah values to a generation which had gone away from those values.

“However, who would have honestly ever thought that the baal teshuva would be a young person struggling for Torah values on his own without the help of the older generation — in fact, often in direct opposition to his parents? Yet, that is what is happening today. If one is honest, I’m sure he’ll admit that this is not logical; it could not have been foreseen logically.

“Rashi, however, the father of all Torah commentators, foresaw this a thousand years ago and interpreted these verses in Malachi as follows:

. . . (Eliyahu will have to) turn the hearts of the fathers to G-d . . . through the children . . .

“In other words, the prophet Malachi is relating to us a very specific detail of how the teshuva prophecy will be fulfilled. Eliyahu will have to speak to the parents! And how will he speak to them? Through the children. The Torah of Moses’ which Eliyahu will have to cause us to ‘remember’ will first be made known to the younger generation!

“Now, how will he speak to the children? Rashi continues:

. . . through love and desire . . .

“The young people do not come back today because they are forced. They return because they appreciate and understand what earlier generations gave up on. And wherever there is understanding, there is love.

“If you really want to be an excited Jew who is in love with G-d, then learn anything which you can about Him. There is a lot to be learned, including these prophecies. Once you understand who you are, where you came from, and where you are going to, then you will wake up in the morning differently. You’ll say your blessings differently.

“Rashi concludes by exhorting the children:

. . . Go to your parents. Speak to them so that they should grab onto the ways of the Almighty.

“Therefore, Shimon, to answer your question: When Rashi read this prophecy, he clearly understood that Eliyahu would first come to the children.27 This is an unforeseen detail of our Teshuva. Movement which was unmistakably predicted.”

Zohar: The Wellsprings of Knowledge

“If Eliyahu is supposed to come first,” Shimon said sarcastically, “then how come I haven’t read about it in the papers?”

“The Midrash explains,” the rabbi answered, “that Eliyahu’s voice will not be heard openly, all at once. Rather, ‘Eliyahu . . . comes to one city and is hidden from another; he speaks to one person and is hidden from another.’28 How can he speak to one person and not to his neighbor? The Maharal writes that people can receive a communication from Eliyahu and not realize it.29 They think it is their own thought, but it is not.

“Eliyahu the prophet is the prime example of the one who reveals knowledge. Therefore, it is written that he will herald the Messianic era because that is an era where ‘The entire earth will be filled with the knowledge of G-d like the waters covering the sea.’30

“Think about the analogy to the tunnel which I mentioned before. Prior to the ‘coming of the great and fearful day of G-d,’ the light from the end of the tunnel will begin to filter into the world. That is Eliyahu: revealing knowledge to those in the front who are ready to receive it. Like a brilliant, concentrated light shining itself into a field of darkness, a person suddenly perceives something that was perhaps always in front of him, but which he never saw because it was cast in shadows. That is the light of Eliyahu, the light of knowledge.”

“It sounds too mystical.”

“There is really nothing mystical about this process. Eliyahu represents knowledge — the simple, bare facts. The existence of G-d and the authenticity of Torah are readily verifiable today. Until one verifies it, though, the validity of this knowledge will seem hidden.”

“What type of ‘bare facts’ are you talking about?” Shimon asked.

“Some people have had their eyes opened by evidence in the fields of science and archaeology, while others have become enlightened by the hidden codes in the Torah. Some are intrigued by the compelling logic and sanity of the morals in the Torah, while others find the unmatched and unimaginable depth of the Hebrew language a point of verification. Whatever it is, and whoever you are, there is no end to the knowledge one can acquire. Come to a seminar where the entire scope of evidence will be presented, and see for yourself.”

“You seem to be confident that these seminars will open my eyes, and the eyes of others like me. How come, then, my grandfather and his father never needed a seminar. What new insight do you possess which they did not have?”

“Some of it is information no different from what they knew; it is just presented in a way that the contemporary person will relate to better. Other information is knowledge from the sciences and computer technology, which has only become available recently.

“Of course, even the latter type of knowledge is not really new. It is really only the channels that allow one to perceive and examine the knowledge which will be ‘new.’ And this, in fact, is what the Zohar predicts,” the rabbi said as he flipped the pages in the booklet. “I quote:31

In the 600th year in the sixth millennium [i.e. the year 5,600, i.e. 1840] the gates of supernal knowledge above will open, along with the wellsprings of knowledge below.

“In the secular world, this corresponds to the emergence of the Industrial Revolution, the ‘revolution’ when knowledge in all fields began flooding the world like never before. Let me read you a partial list of some of the discoveries made around that time:

1803—Dalton’s Atomic Theory; 1823—Ampere, electricity; 1825—Laplace formulas; 1831—Joseph Henry, telegraph; !833—K.F. Gauss, electromagnetism; 1834—Faraday, theory of electro-chemistry; 1842—H. Joule, second law of Thermodynamics (Conservation of Energy); 1842—Doppler effect; 1842—Radio; 1845—Boolean algebra (basis for modern computer languages); 1857—Louis Pasteur, breakthrough in discovery of microbes and immunization; 1859—Bunsen and Kurchoff, spectroscopy; 1864—Alfred Nobel, dynamite; 1865—Mendel, laws of genetic inheritance (heredity); 1869—Mendeleev, periodic table of elements; 1873—Maxwell’s formulas (electromagnetic).

“None of this is coincidence. It is the prerequisite to the Messianic era. You see, the closer we come to the End of Days, the more the valve of natural wisdom is opened. This sudden availability of new knowledge can lead one to verify the validity of the Torah’s claims like never before.”

“That is an unbelievable prediction,” Michael said. “How long ago was the Zohar written?”

“Well over 1,700 years ago.”

“I might feel obligated to agree with this young man that the prediction is unbelievable,” Shimon interjected, “if not for one fact, rabbi. I’m sure, you are aware that the thinkers of the nineteenth century, who were the first ones privy to all of this incoming information, tended to deny the existence of G-d. The Industrial Revolution, the Enlightenment, and, in general, the onset of the modern world led people to conclude that religious claims to the fact of G-d’s existence were disproven.”

“Theory and philosophy aside, there is no fact that disproves G-d. And I’m sure you are aware that many renowned scientists have had their faith in G-d strengthened through their scientific inquiries.

“People had, and still have, the free will to deny the implications or to view the knowledge with a definite slant.32 And, therefore, the one who wanted to deny G-d from the outset was able to stare at all the knowledge about the endless miracles of nature, for instance, and yet call them random occurrences. Those without that slant, though, saw in this new knowledge no contradiction to the claims of the existence of an infinite G-d; if anything, the knowledge pointed out to them the wonders of G-d’s creation and the absolute mystery of all existence.33

“And that explains why the alienated Jews are coming back today. They do not have that slant. They are open- minded and able to distinguish between scientific fact and scientific theory. They are able to look objectively at the knowledge flooding the world which the Zohar talks about. And that is why they are able to hear the voice of Eliyahu when others do not.”

Devarim: ‘Not in Heaven’

“Rabbi,” Milton asked, “maybe all of these young people showing interest in Yiddishkeit is not as dramatic and noble as you make it out to be. Maybe this is happening because a dynamic individual attracted them. That’s how a lot of these cults succeed.”

“You should know, however,” the rabbi responded, “that is almost never the case. These people are not drawn into personality cults. They are drawn into a Torah environment where others like them are striving to learn the basics of Torah knowledge and mitzvah observance.

“In fact, Milton, you just unwittingly expressed one of the things which bothered me at first. I had always thought that it would be a dynamic leader, one or several of our great Rebbes or Roshei Yeshiva, who would lead others back. And when I heard about baalei teshuva and did not see the great Torah leaders at the forefront of the movement — giving classes, writing books, conducting seminars — I became very skeptical. Some of the best teachers were baalei teshuva themselves. Yet, that only made me more of a doubter. If it’s real, I thought, then all of the great leaders should be involved.

“I then had private consultations with a few of those leaders, who told me, basically, that the phenomenon was absolutely real. They concurred that the Teshuva Movement was valid, but that it was we, at that time at least, who did not yet have the language — the tools — which were needed to deal with this influx of interest.

“As I began to trust in the authenticity of these young people, I found that, all along, the Sforno had written about even this detail clearly. His commentary is on a verse in Devarim just a few verses ahead of the ones we learned before:

This mitzvah ... is not too wondrous for you; neither is it far away. It is not in heaven . . . [and] it is not across the ocean .... [Rather] the matter is close to you, very [close; it is already] in your mouth and in your heart to do. (Devarim 30:12)

Upon this the Sforno writes:

The ‘mitzvah’ [referred to in this verse, is the mitzvah] . . . of teshuva .... [It] ‘is not too wondrous for you’ to do so that you will need prophets [to exhort you to do it]; ‘neither is it [so] far’ that you can only do it with the help of those few, not easily accessible great sages of the generation .... ‘[Rather] the matter . . . is in your mouth and your heart to do, i.e, to recognize your shortcomings, regret them, and verbalize them [thereby bringing them out from the dark recesses of your heart] with your mouth.’

“You are going to be able to do it yourself, because the matter is very near and dear to you; it is already in your heart. If only great people could influence others to become baalei teshuva, the vast majority of Jews, who do not have access to great leaders, would be deprived. However, when the process of teshuva comes from the wellsprings below, everyone finds the truth from wherever he or she is ‘in the midst of the nations.’”

“Nevertheless,” Milton said, “even if there may not be cult-type leaders, there are outside influences.”

“Not necessarily. Take a look at what happened in Soviet Russia. In a society of enforced atheism, both overt and covert, a Teshuva Movement began. In fact, I visited Russia a few years ago, while it was still under the thumb of the Communists, in order to see firsthand the then underground Teshuva Movement.

“I remember one of my first encounters. Traveling with a partner, our hotel room was located just opposite Red Square. By Soviet law, as foreigners, we had to be back at the hotel before 1:00 a.m. This made visiting anyone on Friday night very difficult, for the closest baal teshuva was a good half-hour walk away, and it was bitterly cold. Nevertheless, we set out Friday afternoon before sunset to spend a Shabbos meal with a young man. Only twenty-three years old, this mathematical genius had been a baal teshuva for three years.

“His mother sat with us at the Shabbos table. Six months before, he had helped her become a baales teshuva. Late at night, the father, an architect, came home. Eventually, he, too, would become a baal teshuva and move his family to Israel.

“It was a beautiful meal. The father put on a yarmulke. We talked. We sang. We discussed Torah. Whatever I conveyed to the son in Hebrew, he translated into Russian for his parents. While this was going on, though, in the adjacent room an old woman was purposely trying to disrupt us. Among other things, she turned up the television volume, banged on the wall, and talked loudly into the telephone.

“Finally, I asked the young man, ‘Aren’t you afraid of the KGB? I’m an American. If they find me here, there could be trouble. Maybe she’ll report you. Who is she?’

“‘She is my grandmother,’ he said.

‘“Then why is she trying to interfere?’

“‘Unfortunately, she is very upset at me,’ he said. ‘When I became a baal teshuva, she was distraught. When I influenced her daughter to become a baales teshuva, she went mad.’

“‘Why don’t you invite her in?’ I said.

‘“It would never happen. She can’t accept the fact that we keep Shabbos and enjoy it.’

‘“Why not try? She’s old. She probably speaks Yiddish. I can converse with her.’

“‘Do you know who she is?’ he replied. ‘In the early history of Bolshevism, there were Jews called Yevsektziahs. They were fervent Jewish communists, who would literally turn in their parents to the authorities for observing the Torah, and for refusing to take up Communism. She was one of them. Do you really think you can convince her of anything?’ he asked me.

“When I heard this, I thought: For this alone, it was worthwhile to come to Russia. First, see how G-d repays the Jews who were so instrumental in causing the downfall of Russian Jewry. He repays them measure for measure. He gave them a long life, kept their sanity intact, and forced them to witness firsthand how — in the middle of the Moscow which they helped build — their grandchildren return to keeping Shabbos. And if that wasn’t enough, this woman has to witness how her grandson influenced her daughter to observe Shabbos! This is the most appropriate response for the evil she perpetrated. It is a message that her abandonment of Torah was futile; the idealism she replaced it with was empty and vain.

“Second, this information told me how genuine the inspiration to do teshuva is in our day. How did this boy, one of many such boys, develop an authentic interest in his heritage smack in the middle of atheistic Moscow? and with a grandmother like that? It is not dependent on outside forces. This is the light emanating from within, from the end of the tunnel. It is the light of Eliyahu.”

“But,” Milton asked, “don’t a lot of these young people get interested only because they have problems?”

“No. And the proof is that many people have problems and do not become baalei teshuva. Besides, problems are normal. In fact, problems are signals telling one to Stop! Think! Reflect! While others look to tranquilize their pain or settle on some self-satisfying psychology of compromise, the healthy baal teshuva stops and thinks. He or she perceives that the root of the problem is the question: Is there a G-d or isn’t there a G-d? Is there meaning or isn’t there meaning? It takes a lot of courage and sensitivity to get to the root of that question, and sometimes causes a lot of extra pain.

“So, to answer your question: The problems did not force him to change. The problems merely triggered the mechanisms which allowed him to follow through on his intuitions. He turned his problems into advantages. That reveals strength of character, not weakness.

Tana D’bei Eliyahu: Learning Groups

“On that note,” the rabbi continued, “and as long as we have been talking about Eliyahu,” he said as he flipped the pages of the booklet, “let me read to you a passage from Tana D’bei Eliyahu, which is the name of an ancient Midrash written more than 1,500 years ago. This Midrash is the record of an even older oral tradition consisting of the statements made by Eliyahu. Here is a passage from the Midrash which I often use at lectures. It says as follows:

The Torah foretells: . . . and you will return to your land.’ Eliyahu asked, how can one know this [that the Jewish people will return to their land]?

“Before I go on with the quote, let me point out that Eliyahu’s question is not: How will G-d be able to return us to the land? G-d can do anything. The question is rather: How do we know that the Jews will want to go back? G-d gives us the opportunity to go back to the Land of Israel. However, many Jews do not want to move here, and those already here do not want to stay. There are already more than one million Israelis who have left Israel. Therefore, Eliyahu’s question is: How do we know that the Jews will want to come back?

“Now, with this understanding, let us return to the words of the Midrash:

Know indeed that they will [want to] go back, says Eliyahu. However, Israel [the Jewish people] will not be redeemed through pain, persecution, insanity, stress, or lack of food. Rather they will be redeemed through groups of ten Jews sitting together with each other, learning Torah and listening to each other. (Tana D’bei Eliyahu, chapter 14)

“That is the Midrash. Through small groups of Jews getting together on their own and learning Torah a spiritual yearning will grow, and then G-d will redeem them from their land of exile.

“The first time I saw this fulfilled was in Leningrad, where, ironically, the real ‘Russian Revolution’ — the Teshuva Movement — was taking place exactly as foretold. People were getting together, arranging secret meetings in private homes, and learning on their own.

“I remember very well my first encounter with one such group. As a precaution to prevent us from being followed, we took a taxi and told the driver to drop us off a few blocks from the house. It was especially cold, so the fur hats and coats we wore came in doubly handy. They kept us warm and helped us blend in with the other native Russians. We found the apartment house, and walked up a dark staircase to the third floor.

“You never know what to expect in Russia, and so you are always afraid something will go wrong. Therefore, when we finally made it to the top of the staircase and saw a small mezuzah on the door, we were relieved. We knocked on the door, and a woman with a kerchief on her head let us in. She immediately informed us that her husband was in the back room giving a class.

“I walked in and the sight amazed me. Her husband, sporting a thick beard, a large yarmulke, and tzitzis, sat at the head of the table, with eleven young people between the ages of twenty and thirty — seven men and four women — gathered around him. He was teaching them the book Gevuros Hashem written by the Maharal of Prague — a very deep, philosophical book.

“At first, I said nothing. I just stood there and stared in wonder. They were speaking Russian, which I did not understand at all. Everyone in the group was involved. They seemed to be debating one point. Suddenly, the teacher turned to me and asked in Hebrew, ‘Perhaps you can help us understand this.’

“I happened to know that piece very well; it was one of my personal favorites. As I explained the meaning to him, his eyes lit up. Excited, he turned to his group and explained my answer in Russian. Suddenly, they all got out of their seats and started jumping up and down. One of them made a remark, which sent the entire group into a fit of laughter.

“‘What’s so funny?’ I asked.

“‘He just said,’ the teacher told me, ‘that we have been stuck on this piece for three days. And now G-d sent you from New York just to teach us the meaning of this passage.’

“Alienated young people, slaving over the Torah, in Leningrad — this is the passage in the Midrash come to life. That is the way the Teshuva Movement grows. People get together in a house and ask each other: What is the purpose of life? What does the Torah say about this? They start learning. Simple learning. The Torah speaks to the heart.

“All this teshuva occurring in isolation, against all odds, is the result of a special influx of inspiration. The time is ripe — or, at the very least, the time is quickly ripening.”

Hoshea and Isaiah: The End of Days

“Are there other similar prophecies?” Michael asked.

“Yes,” the rabbi said, “there are many.”

“Can you tell me some of them?” Michael asked eagerly.

“Certainly,” the rabbi said, turning the pages in the booklet and handing it to Michael. “Take the one here in the book of the prophet Hoshea. This is really a two- part prophecy,” he continued. “The first part is found in Hoshea, and the second part is in the book of the prophet Isaiah. How do I know these two prophecies are actually one? I will explain as we go along.

“This dual prophecy gives us some more detail about the nature of the times in which this teshuva prophecy will come about. Now, first let me read from the prophet Hoshea. Hoshea says as follows:

Many days the children of Israel will sit without a king, without a prince, without an altar . . .

“By the way, this fragment of the prediction itself places the prophecy in our times. In other words, Hoshea is talking about a time when there will be no leadership. Specifically, there will be no Torah leaders, no altar (i.e., Temple), no spiritual guidance — no trace of authority. Until 150 to 180 years ago there was no such thing as Jews without Torah and its authorities. Then, Reform, Haskala, and other movements opened the door for large-scale abandonment of Torah. And abandon Torah they did. Finally, the Holocaust came and wiped away the last strongholds of Torah life as it had existed for centuries in Europe.

“Today, we do not even know the meaning of authority. A person sets up an organization and declares himself a representative of the Jewish people. That is not leadership. And when sometimes we do submit ourselves to an authority, we tend to do so only until it no longer suits us. Then we find another ‘authority.’ In reality, we see ourselves as the authority and only look for someone who will legitimize our beliefs. That is not authority. That is not leadership. That is the vacuum Hoshea talks about. Hoshea continues:

. . . Afterwards, the children of Israel shall return [i.e., do teshuva]; they are going to ask for their G-d, and [the descendant of] David their king; and they will fear G-d and His good in the End of Days. (Hoshea 3:4-5)

“Hoshea, like the other sources I mentioned before, is referring to the teshuva prophecy: ‘. . . the children of Israel shall return.’ He refers to it as occurring in the ‘End of Days.’ To definitively get the time-frame for this prediction we need to ask: What is meant by ‘the End of Days,’ acharis hayamim? The Torah scholar and commentator known as the Radak, who lived about 600 years ago, comments: ‘This is the time close to the redemption,’ i.e., the time just prior to redemption. This means that at some time while we are still in exile, close to the time of redemption, the people of Israel will do teshuva. That is what is known as the ‘End of Days.’

“It sounds so ominous; why should the Torah call it ‘the End of Days’?” Michael asked.

“It’s only the ‘end of the days’ as we know them,” the rabbi answered. “It is really the time just before the beginning of a whole new era. You see, the expression itself implies that time does not just continue without purpose. Time, history, creation, etc. have a purpose — an ‘end.’ Just as there was a beginning so will there be an end, an end that leads to a new beginning.”

“Hmm.”

“As I said,” the rabbi continued, “this prophecy in Hoshea is only half of the prophecy. Parallel to it is a prophecy found in Isaiah. Whereas the verse in Hoshea foretells the state of mind of the Jewish people before redemption, Isaiah foretells the state of mind of the non-Jews:

The nations will be like burned lime, like dried thorns who can easily go up in flames . . . they will tremble in Zion the sins . . .

“This last phrase — which translated literally reads: ‘they will tremble in Zion the sins’ — needs explanation. What do the words mean? And what will the nations tremble over? Before I explain this, let me read to you how the verse in Isaiah concludes:

. . . [the nations will say] how can we hope to survive this consuming fire, how can we hope to survive the stokers of the world? (Isaiah 33: 12,14)

“A stoker is someone who keeps the fire going. On this phrase, the Midrash makes an unbelievable statement, a statement that was impossible to comprehend before this century. The Midrash says:34

Rabbi Yehudah the son of Rabbi Simmon said, ‘Why does Isaiah call the nations in the End of Days ‘stokers of the world’? Because if the Almighty gave the nations the permission, they would burn the entire world and all its inhabitants in one instant!

“As we are all well aware, the world today is only one button away from total nuclear holocaust. The Sages of the Midrash long ago foresaw that the nations would have the ability to destroy the ‘entire’ world in ‘one instant.’ And yet some 600 years ago, when they burned the Talmud in Paris, they did so because of quotations like this in the Midrash. It was not possible for the medieval mind to comprehend; it was not comprehensible to the man of the pre-atomic age. Yet, they burned it because they could not fathom the words of our Sages.

“Nevertheless, this is not the only thing the nations will tremble over. The Midrash explains the cryptic words that I mentioned above: ‘. . . they will tremble in Zion the sins’ in the following manner: ‘. . . they will tremble because of the sins perpetrated against Zion.’35 In other words, they will become fearful over ‘the sins’ which they committed against Zion — everything is going to revolve around Zion.

“With that understanding, now we can explain the comparison between the prophecy in Hoshea and the prophecy in Isaiah. The Midrash, in fact, makes this analysis for us:

Rabbi Yehudah the son of Rabbi Simmon said: to what can these two statements of fear and nervousness be compared (the fear of the Jews for G-d’s ‘good’ in Hoshea, and the fear of the gentiles ‘who have sinned against Zion’ in Isaiah)? Imagine that the leader of the criminal underworld rebelled openly against the king. The king proclaimed that anyone who captured him would be given a great reward. One person went out and caught this criminal. The king ordered security personnel to take both of them under guard and wait until morning. That entire night, both men were trembling. The criminal trembled over the punishment he would receive. And his captor, the hero, trembled over how much reward he would get. So, too, in the same way, the Jews will one day tremble and be nervous, and the non-Jews will tremble and be nervous.

“Jews will be nervous in anticipation of the reward for their centuries of devotion to their mission, while the gentile nations will tremble over the extent of their guilt in persecuting and murdering the Jews. Let me read you a statement from the New York Times:

Wednesday, July 1, 1987. The following is the text of the declaration on Judaism adopted yesterday by the Cleveland Convention of the United Church . . .: We in the United Church . . . acknowledge that the Christian Church has throughout much of its history denied G-d’s continued relationship with the Jewish people expressed with the faith of Judaism. This denial has often led to an outright rejection of the Jewish people and to theological and humanly intolerable violence. Faced with this history from which we as Christians cannot and must not disassociate ourselves we ask for G-d’s forgiveness .... We pray for divine grace that will enable us, more firmly than ever before, to turn from this path of rejection and persecution to affirm that Judaism has not been superseded by Christianity; that Christianity is not to be understood as a successor religion to Judaism; G-d’s covenant with the Jewish people has not been abrogated. G-d has not rejected the Jewish people; G-d is faithful in keeping His covenant.

“If you told anyone a century or two ago that the day would come when official Christian dogma would declare anything like the above, he would have laughed in your face. Yet, this is the prediction. And this article is one example of a trend that will become more self-evident: ‘Faced with this history which we . . . cannot and must not disassociate ourselves ... we ask for G-d’s forgiveness.’ As the Midrash says, the gentiles will ‘. . . tremble because of the sins perpetrated against Zion.’”

“I’m surprised you are so naive, rabbi,” Shimon said. “The real Christian leaders don’t really mean it. Maybe a bishop or two believe it, but they have not changed. Just as they were silent during the Holocaust, they will not come to our rescue today. The Pope embraces Arafat.”

“I’m not as naive as you think, Shimon,” the rabbi said. “However, I throw the question back to you. For 200 years now, we have assimilated by trying Reform, Haskala, Zionism, etc., yet nothing has changed the fact that the Jew is hated.”

“Yes, I must agree with you.”

“Can you explain it?”

“Not really. We have tried our best.”

“Then, if they can still hate you for being a Jew, why can’t you love yourself for being a Jew?”

“I’m not a self-hating Jew.”

“Then when will words like those I quoted from the New York Times be said in the Israeli Parliament? ‘G-d’s covenant with the Jewish people has not been abrogated. G-d has not rejected the Jewish people; G-d is faithful in keeping His covenant.’ Why do we always have to wait for the gentile to identify us for who we are?”

The Wailing Wail Prophecy

“Why should we go backward?” Shimon said.

“It’s not backward,” the rabbi replied. “It’s the future. In fact, that is what the prophecies are all about. They tell us our destiny.”

“Nothing you have shown so far is conclusive,” Shimon insisted. “These prophecies are not so hard to conceive. It is not so hard to predict in a general way that the people will experience decline and then one day rebound. There were non-Jewish mystics who also made general predictions.”

“In that case, let me show you an ancient prediction which is more specific,” the rabbi said. He thumbed a few pages in the booklet and began speaking again.

“Everyone who visits modern-day Israel visits the Western Wall. As you know, the Western Wall is a remnant of a much larger wall in the Second Temple. Romans, Christians, and Moslems, in their fervor to completely destroy the Jews, tried their hardest to defeat us not only bodily but also spiritually. The attempts to destroy Jerusalem and the Temple were not only wars for territory. More often than not they were ideological wars intended to erase all memory of Jewish life.

“And that is why the prophet Micah predicted, ‘Zion will be plowed like a field.’36 When does an enemy plow like a field? When it wants to erase all past memories. It is not enough to just remove the surface. It plows so that no root will be left which will sprout again. ‘Zion will be plowed . . meaning that the enemies who come upon Zion will plow it so that it will never be able to be rebuilt.

“Archaeologists have found nine layers of cities in Jerusalem. That means that Jerusalem was completely destroyed nine times. If so, how can the Western Wall still remain? The victorious Romans, Christians, and Moslems had the opportunity, and, at various times, did indeed dismantle every corner of the Temple site, razing it to the ground — all except for one part: the Western Wall.

“The fact that it stands is miraculous enough. And that is why it has always been a consolation and inspiration for Jews. However, what would you say if I told you that it was clearly predicted long ago that this very wall — the Western Wall — would never be razed, despite all the plowings, razings, and destructions?”

“Let me see it first,” Shimon said.

“Here it is. It starts with the verse in Song of Songs (Shir HaShirim) which was written by King Solomon (Shlomo HaMelech) about 2,800 years ago.” The rabbi gave Shimon the booklet and turned the page.

“While you look at that, let me explain it to Michael. Song of Songs is a metaphorical love song between G-d and the congregation of Israel. It relates Jewish history past, present, and future, and it mentions, for instance, how the wife (Israel) was unfaithful to the husband (G-d). The husband, though, loves the wife eternally. He cannot throw her out permanently. However, he cannot live with her as she is. Therefore, he banishes her from his home, so that she will desire to return to him and ask forgiveness.

“In banishing her from his home, He, nevertheless, watches after her welfare constantly, waiting for the day when she will realize the folly of her ways and return to him wholeheartedly. Then, He will accept her again. Until she makes the first move, however, all He can do is sit, wait, and watch her from afar.

“It is written:

. . . behold, this one [our lover, i.e. G-d] stands behind the wall, watches from the window, gazes from between the cracks. (Song of Songs 2:9)

In other words, G-d is always watching us, no matter how abandoned we seem to be.

“Now, the Midrash,37 over 1,500 years old, interprets the words: ‘. . . stands behind the wall . . .’ to mean:

. . . behind the Western Wall of the Temple. What is so special about the Western Wall? The Midrash answers: Because G-d swore to the Western Wall that it would never be destroyed; it would remain until the third and final Temple will be rebuilt.

“That is an ancient, bold prediction stated clearly which stands up to this day.”38

The Milah Prophecy

“I’m not impressed,” Shimon said. “It could have been predicted.” He paused and then said, “A person can find prophecies for anything.”

“Shimon,” the rabbi said, “do you keep Shabbos?”

“No.”

“Do you eat kosher?”

“No.”

“Do you fast on Yom Kippur?”

“No. Why should I keep primitive rituals that are not based on logic?”

“Let me ask you one more question: Did you perform brit milah on your children.”

“Brit milah?” Michael whispered to Elchanan. “Is that circumcision?”

“Yes,” he whispered back.

Shimon hesitated and then said, “Yes. I did. What does that have to do with anything?”

“Did you do it on the eighth day?”

“Yes, and I made a celebration for it as well. It was the one thing I did. I don’t know why I did it. Maybe I was weak or foolish. I don’t know. What does that have to do with anything?”

“A lot,” the rabbi said. “Most Israelis, secular and otherwise, circumcise their sons on the eighth day, don’t they?”

“Yes. What of it?”

“This very situation was foretold by the prophet Zechariah, as explained by Ramban. Let me show you:

Also you with the blood of your covenant, I will send your prisoners from a pit without water. (Zechariah 9:11)

The Ramban, over 700 years ago, interpreted:

There is a hint from the words of Zechariah to the time of the ‘footsteps of the Messiah,’ the time immediately preceding the coming of the Messiah. At that time the generation will be entirely guilty; they will all bear responsibility for the state of things. Torah will be forgotten from the Jews. They will be dominated by shamelessness and chutzpah. That is what is meant by the words: ‘. . . a pit without water.’ Nothing will be left to earn them merit — nothing except the commandment of brit milah, circumcision!

“It is completely illogical. If Jewish people are rebelling shamelessly against their ancient religion, then the first thing they should do is stop the ‘brutal’ practice of circumcising their sons. Yet, you yourself can testify that that is not the case.

“Wouldn’t you call it an interesting phenomenon that the founders of the State of Israel, who were so adamant in their rejection of everything related to the Torah, kept and still keep brit milah? They don’t even know why they do it. It goes against everything they believe. Yet, they observe it.

“Perhaps even more interesting (about this prediction concerning brit milah even among the most anti-Torah Jews) is that the Torah tells us that our right to the land of Israel is based on the covenant of circumcision, brit milah, which Abraham made with G-d.

I give the land to you [Abraham] and your children ... as an everlasting covenant . . . This shall be the covenant . . . every male among you shall be circumcised . . . on the eighth day. (Beraishis 17:8-12)

Someone has to be very hard-pressed to call all of this coincidence.”

“The Arabs also practice circumcision,” Shimon retorted. “Yet, I don’t see you saying that they have the same right to the land that Jews have.”

“The Arabs practice circumcision?” Michael asked.

“Yes,” Elchanan replied. “Except, instead of doing it on the eighth day after birth, they do it on the boy’s thirteenth birthday.”

“That is because,” the rabbi added, “they consider themselves descendants of Ishmael, Abraham’s son through Sarah’s handmaid Hagar. And it says in the Torah that Abraham circumcised Ishmael when the boy turned thirteen.”

“So, you see,” Shimon said, “there is nothing so unique about circumcision. I can’t explain why I did it for my sons, or why others like me also did it, however, since other peoples do it as well in a religious ceremony, you see that it has nothing to do with meriting to live in this land, as you say.”

“You might have had a good point, Shimon,” the rabbi said, “if not for an interesting comment in the Zohar. The Zohar says:39

The heavenly representative of the descendants of Ishmael came before G-d and said, ‘Why do the Jewish people deserve to possess the land of Israel?’

G-d answered, ‘Because they circumcised themselves.’

The heavenly representative replied, ‘Did not the children of Ishmael also circumcise themselves?’

‘Yes. However, their circumcision is not complete.’ [The actual circumcision according to Jewish law entails a three-step process. The Arabs, the descendants of Ishmael, when performing circumcision, only do the first, superficial step.]

‘True. However, they did something: they gave blood. And, therefore, they should be rewarded in some way.’

G-d answered, ‘Yes. You are right. Therefore, while the Jewish people are exiled from their land, the descendants of Ishmael will be allowed to dominate the land. However, in the future, when it is time for the Jewish people to return to their land, then the descendants of Ishmael must relinquish their rights.’

“The Zohar was composed long before the Arabs, the descendants of Ishmael, became Moslems. At that time the Arabs were scattered and weak. The Zohar concludes:

In the future, the descendants of Ishmael [the Arabs] will have dominion over the Holy Land for many, many years when it is totally emptied [of Jews, Torah and even vegetation] just like their circumcision is empty [superficial, only entailing the outer, first step of the three-step brit milah process]. And they are going to prevent the Jews from returning to their place until their merits will dry up.

“Putting the words of the prophet Zechariah, the Ramban, and the Zohar together, a picture very much like our day begins to take shape. Jews, who will be shameless in their rejection of Torah, will, nevertheless, return to the Land, and face opposition by the Arabs. And, as the Ramban clearly stated, the divine merit which earns them the right of return is the covenant of circumcision, the very covenant which these Jews should logically have rejected before anything else. Yet, they will keep it.

Ramak: ‘Peace’ Conferences

“If you need more proof, Shimon,” the rabbi continued, “let me show you another prediction. It was put down in writing by the great kabbalah master, Rabbi Moshe Cordevero (the Ramak), who lived almost 500 years ago. He wrote:40

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: 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.

“Thus, Rabbi Moshe Cordevero wrote 500 years ago that not only will the nations of the world talk of peace conferences — with the ultimate goal to make the Jews so weak that they will be ready prey for the destructive designs of their enemies — but he even said that those nations would blame everything on the fact that the Jews would be governing their own land! And, remember, he penned this shortly after the Jews were expelled from Spain, when even the talk of a national homeland was an outlandish aspiration.”

“Let me see that booklet,” Shimon said.

“Here,” the rabbi replied. “Could it be any clearer? Do you need more proof? Our ‘ancient’ books are better informed than the New York Times and the Jerusalem Post.

“Think about the unlikelihood of this last prediction! The United Nations is a conglomerate of diverse entities who are almost always divided and antagonistic toward each other. Only in one area are they consistently united: their opposition toward Israel. At the very same time that they are beset by their own enormous internal and external problems, they find unity in accusing the Jews of everything that they are guilty of one thousand times over.

“Rabbi Moshe Cordevero saw that centuries ago. Through his knowledge of Torah and the gift of otherworldly insight he was able to decipher exactly what the world was and is still all about. We Jews would do well to start listening to him and those like him, rather than to the seductive voices and opinions of others.”

“Rabbi,” Michael asked, “what does it mean that Jews will be in great danger at that time, and why would G-d allow that?”

“You are asking a very good question, Michael,” the rabbi responded. “The Jewish people will indeed be in great danger according to this statement. They will have nowhere to run, and no one to turn to. This danger will ultimately be for their good, though, because when Jews reach that point, then they are ready to turn completely to G-d. And when they do that, then G-d is ready to save them.

“You see, as long as we overtly or secretly throw our allegiance to some other source — whether it be Jewish ingenuity, finances, political power, or military might, or whether it is the might of our ‘allies’ or the promises of hope espoused at their ‘peace’ conferences — then G-d tells us: ‘Go. Try it out. See if it will save you.’

“When we Jews finally realize how foolish it is to rely exclusively on any power other than on G-d alone — when we will finally realize how impoverished we were for living, literally and figuratively, ‘in the midst of the nations’ — then we will have reached the state of readiness to turn to G-d and receive His unlimited protection.

“The wheel of history is turning, turning, turning — pushing us inexorably toward that destiny.”


CHAPTER 3

THE 15 SIGHS

Michael sat deep in thought for a few moments. Then he turned to Shimon and said, “Shimon, maybe you will think I am crazy for saying this, but I think the rabbi has presented some interesting information here. If I were to be honest, I would have to say that I still have to investigate it myself. Nevertheless, at the very least, it is clear that the prophets and rabbis which he quoted had some uncanny insights. They seemed to have known more about our times than we do. If for no other reason, I think an objective person has to be interested in exploring their words further.”

Shimon started to say something but held himself back.

At this point, the rabbi interjected, “Michael, you should know that the Torah leaders of our people have always been granted an extra-sensory insight into the events of their times, as well as into those of the future. I have barely even scratched the surface here. For instance, there is a famous passage in the Talmud which details fifteen signs of the generation in which the ‘son of David,’ i.e. the Moshiach, will come. Learning that passage is like reading a commentary on our times. If you understood it, you would have no need for newspapers; everything of importance about what is going on in our world is forecast in this Talmudic passage. Yet, I haven’t mentioned that at all.”

“I would like to hear it. Do you have it available?”

“Yes. I have a small Talmud in my briefcase which I use to study from when I travel. The relevant passage is in here.”

All of a sudden, Shimon spoke up. “Rabbi, if you don’t mind, I would prefer to start heading back now.”

Before the rabbi could answer, Milton said, “Shimon, I think I remember being taught this passage as a little boy back in the old country. If there is no immediate rush, can we just stay to hear this?”

“I will be as brief as I can,” the rabbi assured.

“Why not hear it in the car, on the way home?” Shimon suggested.

“Okay,” Milton said, “that would be fine with me.”

“On second thought,” Shimon added, “all of you stay here, and I will wait in the car. When you are finished, we can all go.”

The rabbi spoke up now: “That would not be right. We should all go back to the car now and not delay your return any longer.”

“No,” Shimon said, “there is still a pleasant breeze blowing here; say what you have to say to this young man while I wait in the car.”

Milton then leaned over and whispered something in Shimon’s ear. Both men stood up, walked a few feet away from the table, and carried on a discussion for a few moments. Then, they returned and sat down.

Milton said, “Rabbi, please continue. There is no rush. After you finish what you have to say, we will all go back to the car.”

The rabbi opened up the miniature Talmud, flipped a couple of pages and began.

“This passage in the Talmud lists fifteen unmistakable signs of the generation in which the ‘son (i.e. descendant) of David’ will come. It’s true that in earlier times, one by one, many of these prophecies came to fruition in various places. However, I do not believe that there was ever a time when all fifteen items mentioned here materialized all at once and on a global scale.

“The reason the prophets and sages recorded these prophecies is precisely for a generation like ours. While each one describes a negative occurrence, a curse if you will, it also gives us information to help us turn the negative into a positive, to turn the curse into a blessing. Each of the fifteen Talmudic forecasts gives us a clue on how to survive and even thrive in these times known as the ikvesa d’meshicha, the footsteps of the Messiah. I will translate each one and then briefly discuss it.

1: Chutzpah

“The first sign, as the Talmud says, is: chutzpah yasgeh, ‘insolence will proliferate.’ It’s hardly necessary to comment on this because it is so obvious. And it is not only the problem of a few rambunctious youths. It exists at the highest levels. Take politics, for example.

“Everyone knows that politicians make promises they will never fulfill. The politicians even know that they are lying, yet they continue making those promises. In fact, as a general rule, the more chutzpah you have, the greater a politician you make. And that is why one can translate the words, chutzpah yasgeh, as: ‘insolence will be great,’ i.e. it will be a mark of greatness. People will glorify it to the point that in order to be a leader, one must possess it in abundance.

“Chutzpah yasgeh is a curse of the first order, and the source for many, if not all, of the ensuing curses. How so? Because chutzpah is synonymous with disrespect. When lack of reverence becomes the norm, then society erodes. People look to ridicule before they attempt to understand. They undermine connections to others which create the fabric of societal cooperation.

“On a deeper level, disrespect is the result of self- centeredness. One who sees only oneself, cannot respect others and give them their due honor. Today, it is understood that idealists will speak up for their rights and the rights of others like themselves. Yet, it is obvious that so many of these ‘idealists’ are charlatans and corrupting influences. How could that be, though, when they are so adamant about fighting for peoples’ rights?

“The answer is that a ‘right’ is something the other person owes you. On the other hand, a ‘duty’ is something you owe the other. The emphasis on rights, while giving only lip service to the promotion of duties, is the symptom of self-centeredness. People start taking — start demanding their rights — before they start giving — before they start upholding their duties to others.

“The Torah consists of commandments given us by G-d. People ask: ‘Why did G-d issue His will as commandments? Why couldn’t He give me the opportunity to do His will voluntarily?’ One of the basic answers is: a commandment is a duty given to you by G-d. When you orient yourself toward dispensing your duties, then the other person will automatically receive his rights. And when everyone performs his duties, everyone receives his rights.

“On the other hand, when you brazenly demand your rights, then the entire basis of cooperation erodes. And when everyone demands his rights, no one feels he gets anything. That is why chutzpah, the arrogant display of one’s self-centeredness, is the cause of so many other evils.”

“But, rabbi,” Michael asked, “the problem is that if you don’t stand up for your rights, then no one will do it for you. If you are performing your duties while everyone else is not, then everyone will take advantage of you.”

“There is a lot of truth to that, Michael,” the rabbi responded. “And that is exactly the problem of chutzpah yasgeh, the proliferation of insolence. One who diligently performs his duties gets trampled. The solution, though, is not to become like the insolent. Even ‘insincere’ insolence is dangerous because the behavior itself eventually makes an impression on one’s personality. No, we have to protect ourselves from becoming infected with this cancer in the body of society.

“In the long run, the only solution is to quietly focus on one’s duties and take comfort in the awareness that the Judge of the World sees everything. In the end, even in this life, more often than not, justice prevails. In any event, the cancer can only be reversed if there exist, concurrently, good cells. From even only one healthy cell, the disease can be overcome eventually.

“As I said,” the rabbi continued, “all the curses can be turned into blessings. How, then, can chutzpah yasgeh be turned into a blessing?41 The answer is that the same insolent spirit can be used against the insolent. Fifty years ago, Jews were insolent in their rebellion against Torah values. Today, Jews are beginning to return to the Torah lifestyle in spite of the opposition of others. These people aren’t afraid to look Jewish, talk about G-d, and live with duty and faith. That takes chutzpah.

2: Inflation Plus Recession

“The second curse is: yokeryamir, ‘expensive goods will be [promoted] artificially.’42 In other words, this second curse refers to an artificial promotion of prices.

“The economists of today are puzzled. Usually inflation and recession do not occur simultaneously. When there is inflation, there is no recession. When there is recession, there is no inflation. Today, however, we are witness to recession and inflation at one and the same time. There is enough merchandise, but it is still expensive.

“This is part of the curse. Merchandise will be expensive not because of a lack of supply, but because of human greed. And we hear, for instance, how many tons of wheat and fruit are thrown into the ocean or left to rot in caves only in order to keep the prices artificially high. Meanwhile, millions of people are starving and could be fed with this food. This is a problem of global proportions.

“A slightly different translation is that ‘expensive items will be artificial.’ In other words, the merchandise will be valued merely according to the cost. People will shop for labels. They will pay enormous sums of money only for a label (a label which is worn on the outside) so that other people will know that they wear expensive clothes.

“How can we utilize this for the good? The answer is by not buying into the artificiality of name prices. There is enough merchandise. If you do not shop for the brand name, you can have the same quality at a much lower price. The honest person will be able to survive and use his or her money productively because he or she realizes that paying all the extra money for a label is absurd and, ultimately, undignified.

3: Addictive Wine

“Number three is: hagefen teetain piryah v’hayayin b’yoker, ‘the vineyard will give fruit, yet wine will be expensive.’ This is a contradiction. If there is plenty of wine, why should it be expensive?

“This curse is similar to the one above. The difference here is that ‘wine’ is specifically mentioned. There are many explanations of what wine refers to. One is that it is a reference to ‘the good life.’ People will be addicted to it like an alcoholic to his liquor. It will never be enough. Good wines, name restaurants, exclusive clubs, 24-hour entertainment — it is all going to be expensive despite the high demand, because it will be promoted as part of the coveted ‘high’ life.

“Here the price will be high not so much because of crooked manipulation, but because the ‘wine’ is so addicting. The more drunk a drunk gets, the more he wants to drink. He eventually reaches a point where he cannot help himself. Some people become addicted to alcohol, and others to the eccentricities of materialism. Both pay dearly for their addiction with the withering away and decay of their inner selves.

“The positive use of this is to see the emptiness and self-destruction of the ‘drunkard’ lifestyle, and realize that a meaningful life cannot be obtained through its pursuit. Similarly, if one is already an ‘addictive personality,’ he can learn to harness that personality into positive endeavors like works of charity or Torah scholarship.

4: Governmental Atheism

“Number four is: malchus t’hepach l’meenus, ‘government will be converted to meenus.’ Meenus is any belief that denies the existence of G-d in some way. And this is exactly what has happened in this century like never before. Governments have separated themselves from anything related to religion.

“This is a world-wide phenomenon.

“Take a look at the three major areas of the world: the West, the East, and the Far East. China, in the Far East, comprises about a quarter of the world’s population. Until the communist revolution came to that land, toward the beginning of this century, they believed in some form of spiritual reality — religion, if you will. Then, almost overnight, they became atheists. It became forbidden to teach anything related to the idea of an other-worldly reality.

“Of course, the same is even truer in the countries of the Near East, starting with Russia. Communism repressed and in many cases successfully wiped out the monotheistic belief among the populace. And even though groups of people still held onto their beliefs, the governments of the Socialist Republics took up and imposed atheism on the masses. And that is the prediction: governments will be converted to meenus.

“Even in America, where every dollar has printed on its face: ‘In G-d we trust,’ it is only on the dollar where G-d is found. As for G-d, though, He cannot even be mentioned in public schools. To do so is considered an infringement on the separation of religion and government (‘Church and State’). Officially, the government is not allowed to have anything to do with G-d.

“Even the Jewish people have been given the opportunity to establish their own government. And even then, the State declares itself not bound to the laws of Torah. It fights to keep G-d out of the picture. As the Talmud says, ‘[All] government will turn to meenus.’ Democracy, Communism, Stalinism, Socialism — whatever the system, all modern states have been converted to meenus.

“How can this occurrence be turned from a curse into a blessing? When you see the shortcomings of the government, and of the people who subscribe to its tenets of faith, you begin to realize that the only hope is in the revolution of the individual. Just as Abraham was one individual who took on the entire world, we have to view ourselves as the Abraham of today. If there were an acceptable system in existence, it would be difficult to do so. When all governments are converted to meenus, though, there is no choice. We, as individuals, must break away from the system and become Abraham. I will elaborate on this just ahead in sign number ten.

5: No Reproof

“The fifth sign is: ain tochachah, ‘there will be no reproof.’ This refers both to the reprover and the one who is reproved. First, no one will be able to rebuke anyone else, because when you tell your neighbor that he is doing wrong, he will say, ‘Who are you to reprove me? You’re no better than I.’ Or he will say, ‘There is no right or wrong.’

“Second, tochachah, ‘reproof,’ means to ‘prove’ clearly to the other party how his reasoning or behavior is at fault. ‘No reproof means that people will not be open to accepting the truth, even if it is ‘proven’ to them beyond a doubt. That is because people will not be looking for the truth; they will not want any part of it; they will be running away from it.

“Whenever I encounter this attitude, I point out to the person that, in effect, he or she is saying, ‘Don’t confuse me with the facts; I have already made up my mind.’ People make up their minds and live by it. They are not interested if it can be proven to them that their direction is essentially wrong.

“How can this be used positively? Each of us has to realize that we are closed to hearing the truth from others. We, therefore, have to become our own reprovers. We have to start within ourselves and become people who are not only open to hearing the truth, but open to changing our lifestyle as well (despite the difficulty) when the unequivocal truth is presented to us.

6: Places of Worship Misused

“Sign number six: bais va’ad y’hiyeh l’znus, ‘the places of gathering [i.e. shuls and synagogues] will be [centers of] immorality.’ Las Vegas Night, Casino, Bingo — that is what synagogue attendance has become synonymous with for many Jews.

“And, as for the youth, why do so many of them go to the synagogue, if they go at all? For social reasons, mixed dancing, and other activities which easily lead to various forms of promiscuous behavior. And their parents? High Holiday services become informal fashion shows where the congregants come to show off the latest provocative styles. Holy days are drained of their holiness and transformed into commercialized holidays where almost anything goes.

“Prayer, learning Torah, discovering G-d — they are, at best, only given lip service in these ‘houses of worship.’ And, therefore, our ‘places of gathering’ have become little more than fronts for social clubs.

“At the same time, this can be used for the positive. There is no place for the commercialization of synagogues. However, because of the desecration of our sanctuaries, the individual’s need to find holiness can be stronger than ever before. And, therefore, the need to gather can be channeled into classes and activities which reinfuse holiness into those areas where it has been drained out.

7: Torah Centers Destroyed

“Number seven: hagalilyechrav v’hagavlanyashum, ‘the Galilee will be destroyed and Gavlan desolated.’ Galilee and Gavlan were places where Torah scholars and pious individuals resided. The meaning of this statement is that the places which used to cultivate scholarship and piety are going to become desolate. And, as we are well- aware, the strongholds of Torah and piety in Europe were destroyed. They were like our Galilee and Gavlan. Now they are no more.

“How can we turn even this into a blessing? True, we no longer have the specific places — whether it is the old shuls and synagogues or the cities and provinces — bustling with Torah activity. However, it was never really the place which produced the Torah; it was the determination of individuals. And, therefore, today we have to realize that wherever we are, we can build. We are no longer tied to a centralized place. Now, wherever we are, we have to endeavor to make it a center of Torah and piety.

8: Borders Disappear

“Number eight, v’anshei h’gvul y’sovevo m’ir l’ir v’lo y’chonnenu, ‘the [great] people who protect the borders will themselves go from city to city and not find favor.’ Scholars and righteous people protect the boundaries of the Jewish people. They man the spiritual borders.

“Not only will the places of righteous people be decentralized, as in the previous statement, but even those individual leaders (the ‘protectors of the [spiritual] borders’) who do survive will be reduced to little more than beggars who have to travel around in order to collect funds. And, unfortunately, how often do we see great people traveling from city to city asking for money in order to build yeshivas? Too many of our most pious people are reduced to that. No one respects them. They ‘go from city to city and do not find favor.’

“What can be gained by this, curse? First, we must approach them before they are forced to approach us. Second, we must realize that we cannot rely any longer exclusively on the great leaders to protect our spiritual borders. We have to become our own self-protectors, our own border patrols. Every house has to have its own scholar, its own voice of Torah.

“Furthermore, positions of genuine Torah leadership no longer pay off economically. If you want to be true to Torah you will not be appreciated. The advantage to that is that in order to rise to such a position, you have to do it for pure motives. No extra honor or money will be motivating you. That, in effect, will help clarify the demarcation between people genuinely motivated to work for a Torah cause versus those who enter the field for status or money.

9: Wisdom and Piety Ridiculed

“Number nine: chachmas sofrim tisrach v’yirei chet yimasu, ‘the wisdom of the Sofrim [the Torah scholars] will be spoiled, and those who fear sin will be viewed with disgust.’ We live in a time when Torah scholarship means nothing to most Jews. It is not respected. It is degraded. And, as a consequence, ‘those who fear sin’ are ridiculed. In fact, the mere mention of the word sin triggers sarcasm and contempt. One who has fear of sin is treated as a neanderthal, someone who is a pathetic relic of the old world.

“That is the usual understanding of this prediction. Perhaps, it is also possible to understand this curse in another way. The Sages tell us: ‘Why are Torah scholars called Sofrim (literally, ‘the Counters’)? Because they count the letters of the Torah.’43

“Until recently, the value of counting letters in the Torah was not understood. The discovery of the hidden codes in the Torah, though, has changed that.44 The codes are words and messages encoded at various intervals throughout the text. They are like another language embedded in a deeper level of the Torah. And one discovers the codes by literally counting the letters.

“Computer technology has greatly enhanced our discovery of the codes. And this discovery is one of the most unique means available in our times to help one grow more convinced that the Torah is indeed divine. And yet, even the codes are often not appreciated: chachmas sofrim tisrach, ‘the wisdom of the Counters [the Sofrim] will be spoiled.’ You can show people that the codes exist, that they exist only in the Torah, and that it is not logical to claim that they were man-made, yet people do not want to hear it. To them, the wisdom of the Counters is spoiled.

“Of course, on the positive side, for individuals who are not numb to the profound implications of this recent discovery, confirmation of the wisdom of Torah is at their fingertips like never before.

10: The Breakdown of Truth

“Number ten: ha-emes tiyeh ne’ederes, ‘the truth will vanish.’ In some editions of the Talmud,45 the following is added: v’sar mayrah mishtollel, ‘and one who turns from evil will be ready prey.’46 The Talmud explains both statements: ‘. . . [The first] means that [the Jewish people] will split up into separate groups, and [the truth] will depart [with or through these groups] .... [And the second] means that he who turns from evil will be laughed at by others.’ As Rashi explains, ‘. . . people will say he is crazy.’

“The first question to ask is: Why the emphasis on haemes, THE truth? The answer is that even if there will be honest people — people who basically want to be honest — the truth will not be available. It is truth which is lacking, not necessarily truth-seeking people.47

“How will this situation come about? The Talmud explains that the root of the word ne’ederes, ‘to be eliminated,’ suggests adarim, adarim, literally ‘flocks, flocks’ — i.e. the truth will be fragmented and dispersed among numerous groups, and then it will vanish.

“This needs a little explanation.

“In the past, good things were built by groups. People established institutes and organizations. And these organizations helped people develop. However, in our society, the organizations and political parties have become entities unto themselves. They are often tools of policy-makers and individuals with self-interests who see people as a means to perpetuate the organization, rather than seeing the organization as a means to perpetuate people.

“And, therefore, even if the people in the organization are all honest, well-meaning people, nevertheless the framework of the organization opposes the truth, and oftentimes only very subtly. And, consequently, the individual’s sense of truth will be distorted to align with the policy of the organization. In this manner, the truth will eventually vanish.

“However, there cannot be a world without truth. It must continue to exist somewhere. Where will it be? Only among individuals. Individuals who free themselves from organizations — who will have no need to protect their organization — will be in a position to identify and possess the truth.48

“However, those individuals who turn away from the insanity and evil of institutionalized ‘truth’ will be labeled crazy. They will be outcasts. No one will listen to them. And, therefore, the voice of truth will have no real public platform. If you want truth, then you have to become independent.

“Obviously, organizations are potentially valuable tools. We have to realize, though, that they are nothing more than a means to serving individuals, not the other way around. To serve G-d should be the individual’s goal,49 striving to get ever closer to Him and always to progress spiritually further than his previous limits allowed. An organized group can, in theory, help that process. In a world dominated by politics and lobbies, though, we have to know that all Jews have been very subtly enticed away from ‘the truth.’ Too often, the group or organization has become the goal. The individual who subscribes to it becomes ground to a pulp in order to perpetuate the organization. This is called ha-emes ne’ederes. Through adarim, adarim — organization by organization — the truth will vanish.

“How can we derive some benefit out of this? One has to realize that the individual can always break away from the falsehood which grips the masses and discover truth on his own. In fact, this is exactly what the founder of the Jewish people, Abraham, did. He stood alone against the entire world. So, too, every truth-seeker of today has the ability — in fact, the opportunity — to attain greatness like Abraham. G-d did not withdraw the truth completely. His Torah still exists and any individual can always turn to it to discover the truth. You can rebuild yourself and your family with the Torah. The fact that everyone else calls you crazy should not be a deterrent.

11: Lack of Respect for Elders

“Number eleven: n’arim pnei zikainim yalbinu, u’zikainim y’amdu m’pnei k’tanim, ben m’novel av, bas kauma b’ema, kallali b’chamusah — ‘the youth will embarrass the face of the elders, and the elders will stand up before the youth; the son will revile his father [and] the daughter her mother, [and] the daughter-in-law her mother-in-law.’

“It is one thing when youth embarrass elders. They talk back and say, ‘You don’t know what you are talking about; you are old-fashioned,’ etc. That itself is a curse. An even greater curse, though, is that while the young person is spitting in the elder’s face, the elder stands up for him out of respect!

“There is very little need to elaborate on this. The elderly are given no respect. And then they go and pander to the youth or to much of what the youth stand for.

“How can we use this positively? We have to realize that more than anything else, that it is a breakdown in Torah values which has produced this situation.

“Let me relate an incident concerning Rabbi Yaakov Kaminetzky, zt’l. Already in his eighties or nineties at the time of this incident, he was once traveling on an airplane with his son and happened to be assigned a seat next to an elderly Israeli, one of the original Zionists. They talked to one another for a long time. Then, the man remarked to Rabbi Kaminetzky how impressed he was that the rabbi’s son, who had been attending his father’s every need during their conversation, was still so devoted and loyal to him and to his ways.

“In a tone of resignation, the elderly Israeli told the rabbi, ‘We have succeeded in bringing progress to the Jewish people. However, I admit we have failed miserably in one area: in establishing respect for elders. If anything, the opposite has occurred. The old are forced to respect the young.’ Then he added, ‘I don’t know why we failed in this area.’

“‘If I may suggest an answer,’ Rabbi Kaminetzky said, ‘I think it may have to do with the fact that we teach our children Torah and that the Torah teaches us that a human being is a creation of G-d. Consequently, the older one is, the closer he is chronologically to that first human, G-d’s own creation. And, in turn, the younger person looks up to the older person.

‘“However, you have taught your children that man evolved from the animals. Therefore, the older the man, the more he resembles a monkey. The younger the man, the more advanced he is.’

“Rabbi Kaminetzky was a man of tact, and therefore he told this in a way that did not reproach the elderly Israeli. However, his point is well taken. There is a basic foundation upon which Torah society is based which naturally engenders respect for elders. In the Torah world, as one ages, he is looked upon as getting wiser and more valuable, not more foolish and unproductive.

“Let me relate another incident along these lines. Recently, I heard a well-known Israeli baal teshuva speak at a convention where there was a large gathering of Torah dignitaries. Standing on the platform, surrounded by leading Torah personalities of our day, he was struck by the contrast to his past. As a secular person, he had been a well-known and beloved comedian. He recounted that whenever or wherever he had performed, though, one thing struck him: the audience almost invariably consisted of old people. And the performers on stage were young people!

“‘We were acting, we were talking, we were performing, and the old people were laughing, cheering, and applauding,’ he said. ‘And yet here at this convention, what do we see? The elders up here on the platform are the main attraction, and the audience consists almost entirely of young people.’

“He continued and said that one of the first things that made an impact on him was the realization that in one minute he could have the audience rolling in laughter, while in the next moment he could have them crying. One show, during an intermission break, he was sitting in his dressing room when a thought came to his mind.

‘“What’s going on here? I have a few hundred of the most educated, sophisticated people of this society laughing and crying at my whim. I know who I am. I am a nobody. And yet this nobody controls the minds of all these people.’

“Then he thought more: ‘If this nobody can manipulate the minds of hundreds of people, then what makes me think that no one is manipulating my mind? I am controlling them; who is controlling me? Any nobody can hold the minds of hundreds of people.

“‘And I realized,’ he said, ‘that just as I manipulate them in this hall, they manipulate me out in the street or in my apartment as I sit back and read the newspaper or watch television. That was my first shock,’ he related.

“Eventually, he came to realize that it was impossible to avoid manipulation from some outside source. ‘If anyone is going to control me,’ he concluded, ‘I realized that only a true Higher Authority should.’

“There is a clash of societies going on. One society idolizes youth and all it stands for: physical beauty, carefree living, lack of responsibility, rebelliousness, etc. The other reveres inner beauty, wisdom, responsibility, etc. In the former, one sours with age. In the latter, one gets better and better with age.

“This clash exists on a very deep level, although people often only recognize it on a superficial level. It is the clash between an outlook which says, ‘This world is an end in itself versus an outlook which says, ‘This world, ultimately, has a higher purpose.’ In the generation before the ‘son of David’ comes, the former outlook will infiltrate and find a niche in the hearts of the majority of the people. It will even effect those who subscribe to the latter position.

12: Enemies Under One Roof

“Number twelve: oyvey ish anshei baiso, ‘the enemy of a man becomes his own household.’ As much as Jewish life has experienced deterioration, not until the Russian Revolution was it heard of that one spouse would inform on another, or that a child could turn in a parent. Yet, that became the way of life. A person could not even trust his own family. Even today in America, we hear of cases where children bring their parents to court.

“One does not even have to go that far, though, to see how curse number twelve applies to the Western World. The biggest, most vicious fights are the ones between husband and wife which occur in the alimony courts. That is what is meant by: ‘the enemy of a man becomes his own household.’

“The blessing here is that a person can learn how important it is to love himself — his true self — by learning about his spiritual roots. Through the initial isolation from those closest to him he can discover who he is, appreciate it, and learn to radiate what he is independently. If he does so, he can then begin to build a new house, true to the essential Torah values necessary for internal harmony.

13: A Generation with the Face of a Dog

“Number thirteen: pnei hador k’pnei hakelev, ‘the face of the generation will be like the face of a dog.’ Rashi explains: just as dogs are not embarrassed by each other, so, too, people will not be embarrassed by each other, no matter what they do.

“Today, anything goes. People can walk around almost fully unclad, and think nothing of it. Maybe even you think nothing of it, but until recently, most people still had a sense of shame. The human body may be a thing of beauty, but that does not mean it should be displayed publicly. That lack of embarrassment is the characteristic of a dog.

“Another characteristic of dogs is that they are followers. So, too, this generation. The phenomenon of fads is symptomatic of this. Take cabbage patch dolls, for instance: one person buys it, and it becomes a nationwide craze. People follow the fad and imitate each other. Just like a dog.

“In yet another interpretation, Rabbi Yisroel Salanter pointed out that a dog is prone to running ahead of its master, yet it always looks back to make sure the master is there. It may look like the dog is the leader, but it is really just waiting for the cue from its master. So, too, in the generation when the ‘son of David’ comes, politicians will pander to public opinion. They run ahead, but public opinion, no matter how devoid of worth, is their master.

“The same is, unfortunately, true in many a modern synagogue. The congregations lead the rabbis. It looks like the rabbi is at the head, but in reality he is always looking over his shoulder, wondering which way the congregation will want him to go. If he goes against their wishes, they will fire him and look to hire some other ‘spiritual’ leader to take his place ‘at the head.’

“In a positive sense, a lack of embarrassment is good when it is used to not think twice about the probing gaze of others when one’s appearance is distinctively Jewish. Also, the imitation of the ways of righteous people is good. Thirdly, leadership without backbone should be exposed for what it is; while at the same time people must realize that Torah is the only authority, and we must seek to submit ourselves to the direction of its authentic and recognized masters.

14: Lack of Shame in Front of Fathers

“Number fourteen: ben aino misbayaish mayoviv, ‘a son is not embarrassed in front of his father.’ How is this different from what we just said before?

“Usually, a deficient sense of embarrassment has its limits. Fathers represent authority. Even the most brazen will usually show some extra restraint in front of parents. However, that, too, will be washed away in the generation when the ‘son of David’ comes. Children will do whatever they want to do, probably because they see that their fathers are no better than they are.

“Of course, this can be converted into the positive because, as I said before, if one is not naturally embarrassed in front of his father, he can become a great, righteous person, unashamedly and proudly following the Torah’s guidelines for life. Just as the father originally went away from his father’s path of Torah, so too the son from his father, toward a life of Torah commitment.

15: Nothing Left To Do

“Number fifteen, al mahyesli lanu l’heeshoain al avinu, she’b’shamayim, ‘On whom can we rely? Only on our Father in heaven.’ At first glance, this does not appear to be a curse. The entire goal of spiritual growth is to realize that there is no one else to rely on except G-d. What, then, is the curse here?

“A person should never resign himself to a fate. When one comes to a point where he thinks that only G-d can help him and that there is nothing left that he, himself, can do under the circumstances, that is the greatest curse.

“A person is never bereft of options. Whether it is a prayer or some action, you have to know that you can always do something. In fact, if you don’t do it, no one will. G-d created the situation and made success dependent upon your prayer or action.

“Now we can understand how this statement is a curse. We will reach a point when we think there is nothing left to do. ‘Only G-d can do it,’ people will say, ‘and, therefore, we will not even try.’ That is rock bottom.

“We have to realize that all fourteen of the previous curses were decreed to lead us to the conclusion that it is up to us to rebuild ourselves spiritually. They were for our ultimate benefit. The benefit of losing everything else is that it leads us to discover, on our own, the power and beauty which G-d put into our hands. Therefore, until now G-d helped us by taking everything away, one by one. Yet, we misused that help and did not improve ourselves. The curses remained curses; they were not turned into blessings.

“In this last curse, though, G-d takes away even our ability to think that we can be the catalyst in our self-improvement. G-d takes away, but at the same time He says, ‘I did not impose the curses on you so that you would fall apart. On the contrary, I took away all of these crutches from you so that you could learn to walk on your own, so that you will learn to rely on yourself.’

“The blessing in this curse is that we can, indeed, come to realize that everything is up to us. G-d made it that way. And when we begin to do what we have to do, then we have to remember that success is ultimately only dependent on G-d. He can cause the downfall of the most well-designed plan or bring to fruition the tiniest seed of prayer or action. Yes, we have to always rely on G-d alone, but we have to know that He never leaves our hands empty of choice. That realization is the goal of all the ominous occurrences which are to take place in the generation in which Moshiach is to come.”

Future Change

As the rabbi finished speaking, he took a sip of his drink. All the listeners seemed deep in thought about what he had just said — all, that is, except Shimon.

“I see you have won, rabbi,” he said. “This boy, Michael, is going to follow you, probably go to a yeshiva and become a baal teshuva. As for me, though, I’ve had enough of your prophecies and philosophies. I cannot live on prophecies and hopes. I gave that up long ago.”

“I agree Shimon,” the rabbi replied, “that a person cannot live on prophecies alone. He has to learn to love the Torah lifestyle and see how it is the most beautiful and natural way for a Jew to live. Maybe, because of your past, you feel you cannot do that. However, don’t condemn the young when they do.”

“I do condemn them,” he replied. “They should know better.”

“Shimon,” the rabbi said, “many people beside you feel uncomfortable when they see alienated Jews reaching for their heritage. However, the problem is not with the searching Jews. And I am speaking for myself. I also felt uncomfortable with it for a long time. We are the ones who have to change our attitudes.”

There was a pause, and then the rabbi added, “I understand your disappointment, Shimon. I see it in your anger toward the youth who do not believe in the ideals that you held as a youth. You have to understand one thing, though. You saw the old world getting destroyed. And you wanted no part of a world going up in flames. So you were open to believing the promises that the future lay in some new ideology in the Promised Land. However, it is clear today that that promise is empty. There is no new ideology. There never was.

“You went away from what your father and grandfather stood for. You took up a position which you feel you still have to defend. However, your children have not. Try not to impede or condemn them for rethinking their position on Torah and Judaism.”

“Let us just leave it at that,” Shimon said, “I don’t need you, and you don’t need me, rabbi.”

“You are wrong, Shimon,” the rabbi said. “You are very wrong. I need you very much. And I know that G-d needs you. That is why He saved you, no less than He saved me from the hands of the Germans. You have to believe that. You have some purpose for which He put you here, and He needs you to fulfill that purpose. Otherwise, He would not have created you, and He would not have spared you.”

“G-d does not need me,” Shimon insisted.

“That’s what you say. However, the rabbis say, ‘Every Jew has a share in the world-to-come,’50 including you, Shimon. G-d created the world and assigned you a place in it. He wants you to fulfill that destiny. Furthermore, just as a Torah scroll is invalid if even one letter is missing or damaged, so too every individual Jew is a single letter in the great scroll called the people of Israel. If one person is missing, then the entire people are not whole. Therefore, we have to care for each other. That is the great principle of ‘Love your fellowman as yourself.’ We both need each other.”

“How exactly?”

“You need me to teach you what your grandfather did not have an opportunity to teach you. And I need you to inspire me to teshuva through your own rediscovery of the heritage which the Nazis took away from us. That is the beauty of our generation. Some Jews have been carrying out the Torah’s commandments, but not enthusiastically. Others, who have not been Torah-observant at all, suddenly wake up and realize the incomparable value of Torah. That enthusiasm inspires us. Look at Elchanan; see how fulfilled he is.

“Shimon,” the rabbi implored, “if I have insulted you, please forgive me. However, you have to know that I have been blunt because you are very important to me; you have a very important part in bringing Moshiach. We need each other very much. And, therefore, I apologize if you’ve taken anything I’ve said in a negative light.”

Shimon was quiet and solemn-looking. He seemed deep in thought. Then, he started to say something but held himself back. Finally, he uttered, “I — I cannot change.”

“Just take the first step.”

“How?”

“Come to a seminar,” the rabbi said.

“What can you tell me that I do not already know?”

“Maybe nothing. On the other hand, let me tell you a story which just happened to me less than a year ago. A young, very intelligent woman — a European news correspondent — made a tour of America and came to one of my lectures. She liked the lecture, approached me afterwards, and told me her background.

“She was an assimilated Jew. Her father was a Holocaust survivor. Before the war, he was Torah-observant but then became very angry at G-d. As a result, he was vehemently anti-religious. To make a long story short, that woman became fully Torah-observant in America, and her father got sick over it. He made a special trip from Vienna to America to dissuade her from that path.

“He told her, ‘I ran away from religion. And now you are coming back? Are you out of your mind?’

“When I heard that he was in America, I asked that woman to arrange a meeting between her father and me. She said, ‘He will never listen to anything you have to say.’ I had to back down and let the matter go.

“Eventually, she decided to move to Israel. About a year or so ago, I came here to Israel to give a series of lectures, one of which was in Tiberias. That woman came to meet with me. She was in Tiberias at the time because her father had come to visit her and was staying at a local hotel. When she saw a poster announcing that I was lecturing, she came to see me.

“I told her, ‘As long as your father is here, why not bring him to the lecture tonight.’

“‘No,’ she said, ‘he is still extremely angry at you.’

“I said, ‘Nevertheless, why not suggest he come to the lecture? What do you have to lose?’

“‘Okay. I’ll try,’ she said.

“That night, as I spoke, I did not know if they were in the audience or not. The main theme of the lecture was that the primary purpose of the Jewish people in this world is to sanctify the name of G-d.51 My approach to that topic is that there are various forms in which we can sanctify G-d’s name. One is through being willing to die for G-d, and the other, in many ways harder, is to be willing to live for G-d.

“To illustrate what I meant by this, I told the story about one of the ordeals that Jews had to undergo in Treblinka. Treblinka was one of the most brutal concentration camps; in less than a year they slaughtered some 800,000 Jews. And the Germans were not satisfied with merely killing bodies; they wanted to denigrate the spirit. “One of the tactics they employed was to take the curtains which traditionally cover the ark where Torah scrolls are housed, and hang the same curtains over the entrance to the gas chamber. The wording on the curtains read: ‘This is the gate to G-d where the righteous walk through.’ Their intent was to get the Jew to spend the last moment of his life cursing G-d.

“The truth is, though, that it had the opposite effect. When even the most assimilated Jews saw this curtain inscribed with the words ‘the gate to G-d,’ some of them woke up spiritually, to the extent that they even danced and sang as they entered the chambers! They realized that it truly was the gate to G-d they were entering.

“This is what is called a kiddush Hashem, a sanctification of G-d’s name in death. However, there is another form of sanctifying G-d’s name, I told the audience, which in many ways is much harder: it is kiddush Hashem in life; it is the kiddush Hashem of those who survived and rebuilt. They saw the destruction and yet quietly went about the business of rebuilding their lives, their families, their communities, until they were ready to build a new synagogue and put up new curtains on which they wrote: ‘This is the gate to G-d where the righteous walk through.’ Their kiddush Hashem is perhaps an even greater sanctification of G-d’s Name.

“That was just one of the stories which I told at that lecture to get that point across. After the lecture ended, the woman walked over to me and said, ‘You know, my father was here tonight.’

‘“Why not bring him here to me now?’ I said to her.

“She disappeared into the crowd and soon returned, escorting her father. His head was bent forward. There was a long moment of pause and then he said, ‘Rabbi, I want you to know that I was in Treblinka,’ he said with his voice cracking, ‘and I saw those very curtains that you spoke about tonight . . .’

“He paused a few more moments, and then, with his voice still choked with emotion, added, ‘I survived miraculously. And that is exactly why I became so angry. I was angry at G-d for saving me. I asked myself a million times: Why did I survive? Why did I have to go through hell and then have to live with it? Is G-d so cruel that He did not allow me to die with all my family and friends? Would that not have been enough torture? Did He have to torture me with a living death?

“‘That is the pain I have been living with,’ he said. ‘That is why I became anti-religious. For all these years I could not answer that question: Why did I survive? Why did all those miracles happen to me which led to my survival? Was it just to cause me pain?’

“I asked him, ‘Did you get your answer tonight?’

“He nodded. He was choked up, though, so I continued for him: ‘Although you thought that you could fight G-d by rebuilding a secular family, nevertheless, your daughter found her way back. She is the one who is making those new curtains and inscribing on them: ‘This is the gate to G-d.’

“I looked at him and added, ‘When you see her living a meaningful Jewish life like your father’s, isn’t it clear to you how worthwhile it was to survive? You were not punished with life. You were rewarded with life, so your eyes could behold that.’

“He could not hold back any longer. He started crying profusely. We made an appointment to meet shortly thereafter and eventually spoke for two hours. Afterwards, his entire outlook and attitude were changed. He accepted his daughter like never before and was proud that she had found her way back.”

“Similarly, many, many — many! — of us are holding on to so much pain, Shimon,” the rabbi said. “I don’t know if I can give you all the answers you need, but one thing I do know, Shimon: G-d should not be our scapegoat, neither should His Torah nor the people who represent Him in the world. We should have learned from the Nazis about scapegoats. Each of us has a purpose for which we were created, and for each survivor there is a reason as to why he survived. No Jewish soul is lost as long as there is life in its body.”

They walked back to the car. Before the rabbi opened the door, Shimon said, “Rabbi, I don’t know if I will become a baal teshuva, but I will tell you this: the first chance I get, I plan to talk to my son and see if he will invite me for Shabbos or help me put on tefillin.”

They got inside the car and set off toward Jerusalem.
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PART II

THE SPIRITUAL HOLOCAUST AND THE FOUR EXILES

We have mentioned the ‘spiritual holocaust.’ What is it? And exactly what is meant by the term?

The Exile State-Of-Mind

Exile is a state of mind as much as anything else. As the saying goes, ‘It was one thing to take the Jews out of Egypt, but an entirely different matter to take Egypt out of the Jews.’ The physical circumstances of exile — prejudice, poverty, oppression, isolation, tyranny, etc. — are external factors which produce a certain frame of mind, an exile-frame-of-mind. Sometimes, though, even the absence of those factors, or even the presence of the exact opposite factors — acceptance, wealth, freedom, assimilation, benevolence, etc. — can produce an exile- mentality.

What is an exile-mentality? It is any situation in which one’s natural talents and potentialities are not attaining full expression, i.e. they are in exile. A natural-born pianist may find consolation in selling stocks on Wall Street, but is in a state of exile concerning his true talents. His true talents — the ones that would make him and the world most happy — are not being used. Anyone who is in a state of exile cannot be truly happy, no matter how jovial or wealthy he or she appears.

Exile means being estranged from home, being forced to wander. A person with an exile-mentality is someone who is estranged from his or her very self. He or she is forced to wander in and out of daily circumstances and obligations which prevent him or her from connecting to his or her deepest wants and expressions.

When G-d took the Jewish people out of Egypt, they were not yet truly free. They were unfettered for the moment, but they were in an exile-state-of-mind. They were still prone to ‘wandering’ away from themselves, i.e. to pursuing fulfillment of the tastes for items they became used to in Egypt. They were chained to Egyptian food, culture, pride in the land, etc. And that was why they expressed the desire to return to Egypt despite the obvious oppression awaiting them if they would.

The Jewish people only became free fifty days later when they stood at Mount Sinai and were given the Torah. As the sages say: “There is no free person except one who is absorbed in Torah.”52 This may be hard to understand, though, at first. The Torah is a set of laws, a way of living, a way of looking at life. To some people, it seems the opposite of freedom. Freedom is the ability to live any way you want, they argue. Flow can you equate freedom with submitting yourself to a restrictive set of laws?

However, the basic response is as follows:53 A human being is a mixture of yearnings and desires, some of which enhance life and some of which threaten to destroy life. For the sake of enhancing life, it is sometimes better to refrain from pursuit of a desire. For instance, a person who pursues a multitude of relationships, can spread himself out so thin that his pursuit literally drains him of the energy he needs to have one really meaningful relationship. In the end, if he doesn’t learn how to control his yearning (for many relationships), his yearning will deprive him.

Similarly, for the sake of enhancing life, it is sometimes better to ‘create’ a behavior by doing it superficially for a while. For instance, one who does not know how to verbally communicate feelings of love would do well to practice complimenting and praising another even if it seems insincere at first, because by so doing he will awaken his inner human longing to be loving.

The human being is a complicated creature. Not one of us is objective enough to know which inner yearnings need to be controlled and which need to be drawn forth. Due to the same lack of objectivity, there can be no such thing as a man-made psychology or system which molds and draws forth all the burgeoning powers in the human heart. And, in fact, any such man-made system is bound to ultimately frustrate human progress by suppressing some desires which are beneficial and/or giving sanction to other desires which are detrimental. If there is hope for mankind, it can only come from a source outside and above human subjectivity.

Enter the Creator.

No one knows mankind like the Maker of mankind. And it would make sense, therefore, that the Maker of mankind, from the beginning, intended to give mankind a guidebook of laws and teachings which would teach them to exploit their own potential to the fullest. This teaching would perforce have to have laws which help people control some yearnings while cultivating others. The Torah is that guidebook.

When G-d gave the Jewish people the Torah on Mount Sinai, He was giving them their freedom. Without Torah they would be subject to the dictates of their own yearnings, and especially to those which proliferated in the land of Egypt. The only true freedom is freedom from the tyranny of one’s natural-born yearnings. That is why Egypt — which was the most advanced civilization of its day and where the Jews, at one point, experienced great wealth and freedom — in Hebrew means ‘narrow strait or ‘fenced in area.’ Just as a fence restricts, so, too, the unchecked yearnings of Egyptian culture, despite the external trappings, oppressed the human spirit.

Thus: “There is no free person except one who immerses himself in Torah.” Torah defines. And Torah draws forth. Without it, mankind is left to its own devices.

When G-d took the Jewish nation out of Egypt, He had only unfettered them from the restrictive environment of a civilization dedicated to such human vices as idol-worship and immorality. It was not until the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai that G-d gave the Jewish nation and the world the keys to true freedom.

Of course, keys only work when one wants to open a locked door. If one enjoys the prison cell, or is afraid of freedom, then the keys won’t help. It is still up to the person to use the keys and walk out. He has freedom of choice.

The Jewish nation is in exile. In a way, it has never truly left Egypt. Egypt, the mentality of restriction of spirit through abandonment to one’s desires, is still a part of them. In place of the physical oppression of the last 2,000 years, the majority of the Jewish world is in a new kind of exile. Physical persecution, brutality, etc. have been replaced, generally speaking, with acceptance by the gentiles, and at least a semblance of human decency. The effect, though, is the same. The Jewish spirit is in exile.

Remember, exile is a limitation on potential. The pianist who sells stocks is a frustrated pianist living in a very real kind of exile state. The Jewish people — the people chosen by the Creator — have more to express and give than any concert pianist. And the Jewish people have more than the non-Jew because, for one reason, the Creator gave them 613 commandments, as opposed to the seven of the non-Jew. These 613 commandments harness destructive desires, and draw forth creative ones in a way that can make the Jew, truly, a limitless being.

However, exile has disfigured Jews and turned them into salespeople of tawdry merchandise rather that true creative artists and spiritual innovators. In the physical exile, oppressive laws, prejudices, tyrants, and ignorant masses hampered the Jew’s ability to express himself through Torah. In the spiritual exile of the ‘free world,’ subtle societal influences have produced the same effect. The fact that they are subtle makes them no less oppressive. The bottom line is that the Jew throws all of his or her abilities into a civilization or lifestyle or philosophy which makes him or her think that true freedom does not lie in the Torah.

When most Jews are sure that the Torah is outdated, incomplete, and that carrying out its dictates is optional, unnecessary, or restrictive, then they are in a state of exile. Their inner spiritual talents cannot flourish.

Whereas the Nazis put signs over the gates of the death camps which read, ‘Work makes one free,’ it is a neon sign of the Western world flashing the message ‘Free yourselves from work’ which hangs over today’s spiritual death camps. Spiritual freedom requires hard work. It has to be earned. The American dream of a 365-day paid vacation is spiritual suicide.

On the other hand, the modern ‘free world’ is not without laws. Similarly, it is not without seemingly sincere, idealistic individuals. However, even in its higher manifestations there exist in it mores and modes of behavior which not only do not seek to check human yearnings and desires (which ultimately destroy the fabric of humanity) but there are even mores which encourage and mandate the destructive desires.

As members of this ‘free world’ we have probably grown insensitive to these subtle influences. Perhaps a good place to start to examine ourselves would be an examination of another civilization, one in which we do not have a stake in justifying its practices.

Sodom

Contrary to the popular misconception, Sodom was not a lawless society whose inhabitants committed their acts with unrestrained abandon. They had a very strong town government which promulgated and enforced many laws. Furthermore, they were an extremely wealthy society54 who put great effort into appearing civilized. This latter point is evident from the Talmudic teaching:

One who says, “What is mine is mine, and what is yours is yours,” is an average person (neither righteous nor wicked); others contend that this attitude resembles the manner of Sodom.55

Defining the above attitude as ‘the manner of Sodom’ is surprising. Why is it bad to say, ‘What is mine is mine’? This may not be overly righteous, but can it be associated with the society notorious for evil? After all, the attitude expressed above demands nothing of anyone else and even says, ‘What is yours is yours.’

However, the Maharal explains that such an individual does not say, ‘What’s yours is yours’ out of generosity. Rather, his entire mind-set is not to share what he has, and in order to do so, he is willing to let the other person retain what he has. On the outside, he appears to be a decent person, yet on the inside his entire orientation is toward selfishness.

This point is driven home by a situation discussed in Torah law:56

Our sages discuss a case where two brothers or partners wish to divide a field equally, and one wishes to take the half bordering on the property that he already owns. He wishes to have a single piece of land, rather than two pieces divided by another field. According to Jewish law, he has a right to that portion, and if the other person does not wish to relinquish it, he can be coerced by the courts. Since the one has no loss, and the other has a benefit, he has no right to oppose such a settlement. “Preventing another from having a benefit when one loses nothing is the trait of Sodom.”

Sodom, therefore, was a society based on absolute selfishness. Their self-centeredness reached such proportions that they could not bear to see others possess anything, even if it did not effect them at all. Yet, they did not want other people (and maybe even themselves) to know how truly selfish they were. Therefore, they had laws. Upon closer inspection, however, the laws were motivated by two considerations: a) to sanction their selfishness; 2) to do it under the guise of civility. The following examples attest to this:

One law was that although it was legal to give strangers charity, there was a stipulation: each coin distributed had to have the initials of the one who gave the charity. Not so bad. If you were a beggar, a coin with someone else’s initials or without such a mark made no difference. However, there was one more rule: Shopkeepers were forbidden to accept coins which had anyone’s initials on them! Because of this, beggars regularly died of starvation. After they died, the Sodomites would search the body and retrieve their respective coins.57

Another law forbade hospitality to strangers. All travelers to Sodom would have to spend the night in the street. Apparently there was an exception to this rule. Some Sodomites prepared beds for strangers. However, if the wayfarer was tall, they would give him a short bed where his legs and feet hung over. If he was short, they would give him a long bed, wake him up during the night and pull vigorously at his hands and feet in order to ‘stretch’ him so that he would ‘fit.’ The main purpose of these beds was simply for a good laugh.58

Courts? Of course they had courts . . . what civilized people would not? Once, Eliezer (Abraham’s servant) had business in Sodom. Seeing a Sodomite beating up a stranger, Eliezer interceded to protect the defenseless victim.

“Mind your own business,” said the Sodomite, who then proceeded to take a rock and strike Eliezer in the head, drawing forth blood.

Eliezer took him to the local court of ‘justice.’ The judge passed sentence, winked at his fellow Sodomite and, addressing Eliezer, said, “The man (the Sodomite) who struck you is a professional bloodletter. Pay him his fee.” Eliezer, the victim, had to pay! (The Midrash continues that Eliezer then took a stone, bloodied the judge’s face, and said, “I am also a professional blood- letter. Take the fee that you owe me and pay it to the one who struck me!”)59

Sodom had courts, and a criminal justice system. And if you asked a Sodomite, he would have told you that even if they were not always the best courts, they served their purpose.

Indeed they did! They sanctioned the inner human yearning and vice known as selfishness. In fact, not only did they sanction it, but they eventually mandated it. By the end, the law was that if anyone showed hospitality to a stranger, the hospitable person was given a slow, painful, cruel death.60

It was not merely acts of injustice that particularly earned G-d’s ire against the Sodomites. Injustice always earns His ire and will ultimately be dealt with justly. However, when selfishness becomes so deeply ingrained in a society that it is circumscribed by law, and ‘violations’ of this code are dealt with in the most severe way, then there is no hope. Sodom reached the point where giving into desires of selfishness was not only sanctioned, but mandated. And that is why only when they reached that point was their fate sealed.

The story of the destruction of Sodom is recorded in the Torah because its lesson is so relevant. Civilized societies can be breeding grounds for destructive human desires, no matter how many other good things they produce. No one ever said that depraved societies never did anything good. Quite the contrary. Sodom was a very wealthy, beautiful land; Egypt put up the Pyramids and made major breakthroughs in language and math; Babylon, Persia, Greece, Rome, Germany — you can go right down the line and find the positive products of these civilizations.

In the end, though, each of them harbored within their lifestyle an unchecked human vice which led to the downfall of their respective empires. That glaring deficiency has remained indelibly marked so that even though the citizens of those civilizations did not recognize their faults, we, today, recognize them almost immediately.

Now we see through the thin veneer of civility which was Sodom. However, do we see it in this society? Are we willing to put our ‘free world’ in its proper place? Do we dare take the risk of exposing it for what it is?

And it is a risk. For if we do expose it, then we may have to own up to certain conclusions which may make us uncomfortable.

The place to begin is a study of the four empires under whom the Jewish people, in their long history, have had to live in exile. The purpose of this study is not to be critical. Rather, the purpose is to show how the present civilization in which we live is producing an exile- mentality, no matter how well off we think we may be.

The Four Exiles

The Jewish people have gone through four exiles: the Babylonian, the Persian, the Greek, and the Roman exiles. The first exile took place a few centuries before the common era. In it, the Jews were carried off to the land of Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar. The second exile, the Persian exile, began when Persia-Media conquered Babylon seventy years after Nebuchadnezzar’s rule. Not long after that, Alexander the Great overcame the crumbling Persian empire and made Greece into a world power. A couple of centuries later, Rome rose to power.

(The Rabbis often refer to the Roman empire as the empire of Edom, and we, too, will use the two interchangeably in our text. Edom, the name given Esau and his descendants,61 is considered the arch nemesis of Jacob [i.e. the people of Israel], The Rabbis viewed Rome as the spiritual inheritor62 of Edom. This seed of Edom-Rome has undergone several metamorphoses in the ensuing centuries since Rome’s decline — Christianity, Post-Renaissance Europe, etc. Nevertheless, the basic seed has not changed, as we will elaborate upon.)

Thus, the Jews have undergone four major exiles.63 The number four is not coincidental.64 There are four types of vice which are repeated over and over again in human societies and civilizations. The Creator of Heaven, Earth and History manipulated events so that each civilization embodied one particular vice besieging the spirit. By personifying these vices in the form of the four exiling empires, we have been given a tangible face to pin on an otherwise elusive villain. In order to understand our society and its vices, an understanding of the four exiles and their deeper roots is essential.

Head, Heart, and Liver*

The body contains three primary inner organs: the brain, the heart, and the liver. The brain houses the intellect, the heart the emotions, and the liver, which regulates the blood, is the seat of the physical part of the person.

In Torah terminology, these three are parallel to the three Hebrew names for soul: nefesh, ruach, neshama. The liver is the nefesh: ‘. . . for the blood — that is the nefesh.’65 The ruach (wind or spirit) is the heart, and the neshama (breath) is the intellect. These three nuances of soul are the spiritual counterparts of the physical organs. It is through these three that a person’s life is sustained.

The root of physical health is spiritual health. If the soul is weakened or corrupted, the corresponding part of the body will experience weakening or malfunction. There are three general forms of corrupting or weakening forces in the world: idol worship, adultery, and murder. Each organ/soul is effected by one of these.

The brain (neshama) is endangered by false ideologies, philosophies and concepts, which are equivalent to idol worship. The heart (ruach) is subject to temptations and lusts. The liver (nefesh) is prone to murder, the desire to nullify the physical presence of another person, as people say, ‘My blood is boiling mad.’66

The people Israel are one entity. These three main structural organs, through which the life of Israel exists, have been attacked by each of the first three exiles. First came the Babylonian exile. Babylon set out to eliminate the Jew physically. The king of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar, conquered the Judean army and then destroyed the Temple. He was not interested in tampering with Jewish matters of intellect or morality. On the contrary, he exiled the Jewish elite — including the prophets Daniel, Ezekiel, Chananiah, Mishael, Azaryah, Mordechai and others — to Babylon and utilized them for his own purposes.

Babylon was the representative of the human need for physical domination. They destroyed the physical structure, the Temple, because it was the pride of the Jewish people, and Nebuchadnezzar could only gain dominion over the body of the people once it was destroyed. But he was only concerned about the physical Jew. His intention was only to attack the liver (nefesh) of the people.

The second exiling nation was Persia, under whose regime the miracle of Purim67 took place. This was the test of forbidden relationships. As the Book of Esther relates: The Jews were threatened with destruction at the time of Purim because they partook of the festivities at the banquet of King Achashverosh.68 (This banquet was characterized by the king’s request that his queen appear unclad.69) They became carried away with private lusts. On a deeper level, that was why Queen Esther had to marry Achashverosh. Jews had allowed foreigners to enter their private chambers, so their queen had to marry and live with the gentile king. This was the attack on the Jewish heart (ruach).

Finally, came the third exile: Greece. Greek wisdom penetrated the intellect. They were not interested in destroying the Temple or even in exiling the Jews from the land. And that is the unique characteristic of the Greek exile, namely: that throughout it all, the Jews were in their land and maintained their Temple.

However, Greece’s whole intent was to defile the wisdom of the light of Torah, represented by the oil which provides the fuel to light the menorah. And this is what the miracle of Chanukah signified. One flask of oil, uncontaminated by the Greek invaders, remained. Yet, that was enough to proclaim the miracle of Chanukah. That one flask signified the indestructibility of the pure Jewish ideal; it was the victory of Torah over Hellenism. The Greek exile, then, was the test of the brain (neshama) — the test of idol worship, of foreign ideologies.

What is left for the fourth exile? What can Edom- Rome represent? Why is this exile not limited to one country: Namely, why (as we mentioned before) are Rome, Christianity, Europe, Western Culture, etc. all lumped together as if they were one dominating regime?

The basic answer to all the above is that the exile of Edom is the exile which combines all the others. Domination, lust, and ideological defilement exist concurrently in potentially equal amounts. The liver, heart, and head are all open to attack. Edom really does not have one particular part to attack and take away.

The truth is, though, that it goes deeper. It is not so much that Edom combines the vices of the others, but that Edom undermines the very foundation of holiness.

The Sages tell us that the First Temple was destroyed because of the three cardinal sins: idol worship, adultery, and murder. The Second Temple, though, which was destroyed by the Romans, was destroyed for a different sin: loshon hara70 (slanderous speech, gossip) — i.e. baseless hatred, and absolute disunity. Loshon hara is equal to the three cardinal sins because the disunity that results from it undermines any chance for peaceful co-existence among people.

In the First Temple era, the sins were sins which attacked individuals. In the Second Temple era, generally speaking, the majority of the individuals were sound. The problem was disunity. They could not co-exist with each other. Disunity is the symptom of loshon hara. The very foundation of civilization becomes undermined.

This is what the four exiling empires represent. First the physical body of Israel was attacked. Then the heart. Then the mind. Those are Babylon, Persia, and Greece, respectively. And, finally, Edom arose and included all three of them in its attack by engendering the decay of the foundation through loshon hara.

In order to get a deeper understanding into the nature of Edom-Rome, let us explore and examine another Talmudic teaching.

Abraham and the Four Exiles

At what was called ‘the covenant between the parts,’ G-d told Abraham:71

‘Take three cows, three goats, three rams, a turtle-dove and a pigeon (gozel).’ [Abraham] brought them, cut them in half, and placed each half-part opposite the other. [This was one way a contract was effected in Biblical days.] However, the birds he did not divide. (Beraishis 15:9-10)

Each animal represented a different exile.72 The cows represented Babylon, the goats Persia, the rams Greece, and the birds Edom-Rome.

Why were the birds the only animals not to be divided? The great Jewish thinker and rabbinical figure, the Maharal of Prague,* answers that all the other philosophies have a point of view to argue against.

Babylon declares: Let the strongest man win; survival of the fittest; might makes right. The more muscles one has, the more he has the right to live and rule others. He, therefore, has the right to destroy the one who is weaker than him. Nebuchadnezzar did not need any justification to wreak havoc. Everyone who was weaker than him had to expect to be dominated.

This ideology can be argued against. In other words, just as Abraham cut the cows, Babylon’s argument can be cut in two, i.e. there is another side to the argument.

“Yes, you have physical strength with which to dominate,” it can be countered to a person with a Babylonian mentality. “However, G-d did not give mankind the ability to dominate in order to dominate others, but in order to teach you that you have the obligation to dominate yourself: ‘Who is the strong person? He who conquers himself.’73 You should, therefore, learn to restrain yourself. You should have your spiritual side overpower your physical side.”

The same was true of Persia. The Persian philosopher would argue: “Why did the Creator give man the ability to experience beauty, pleasure, enjoyment, and lust? It must be in order to spend one’s life pursuing them. And the more pleasure, the more value there is to life.”

This is debatable. We can cut it into two opinions. The viewpoint of Torah is: “Yes, there are lust, pleasure, desire, etc. However, G-d’s purpose in making them a part of man is in order for him to learn to harness each one of them to be used for good, as prescribed in the Torah. Those pleasures have to be controlled and circumscribed.”

Third is Greece. The Greek philosopher says, “Dominance and pleasure are not as noble as pursuits of the intellect. I agree with the Jew who speaks of psyche, of soul, of spirituality. Spirituality is a pleasure far superior to dominance and physical lust.”

His argument is persuasive but faulty, and more dangerous than the others because it is so close to the truth. Let me explain this through using the symbol of the holiday of Chanukah — oil.

An olive is likened to the physical world. It is hard and bitter; it is not worth much by itself. Olives, though, can be pressed to bring out their valuable oil, which is sweet and useful.

The Talmud states:74 Rabbi Yochanan says, ‘Why is Israel compared to an olive? Just as the olive does not give up its oil unless it is pressed and crushed, so, too, Israel comes back to good only through struggle and suffering.’ Olive oil is a symbol of the fruits of struggle; it is the wisdom one gains after overcoming hardship.

The symbolism, then, of the oil in the olive is: the physical world is not an end in itself. It has a spiritual, abstract counterpart. And it is this which gives physical existence true meaning.

Thus far, the Greeks agreed with the Jews. (By contrast, Babylon would not have agreed with this at all. They would say that olives are only to be eaten. “Don’t tell me about the oil,” they would say. However,) Greece agreed philosophically that every physical entity is backed up by a spiritual reality.

Where was the real difference between Greek philosophy and Torah? The answer can be seen in the two ways that one can use oil.

Olive oil has a satisfying taste. In many cultures, it is considered a delicacy. On one hand, then, oil can be consumed.

On the other hand, oil has another function: it can be used as fuel for light.

The one who consumes oil is the only one who enjoys its taste. Greece wanted to use spirituality for their own ends. That is the fault in their argument. “Be spiritual! Have your religion in order to serve yourself,” they said. It is their spirituality and morality referred to when the verse states: “The kindness of the nations is [in reality only] sin.”75 Everything they do is really only for themselves.76

The Torah viewpoint, however, retorts, “True, the olive’s main function is as a source of oil, but the oil is meant to be used for others. Take the olive oil and then light the menorah (candelabra). From this one light, hundreds of others can benefit simultaneously. Bring light to the world with it.”

That is the Torah concept of spirituality. We have to extract the oil from the olive (through diligence and, if need be, suffering) but the oil has to be beneficial for everyone; it has to light up the whole world.

And that is what Greece tried to take away. The Greeks came into the Temple and contaminated all the oil — they contaminated the idea of oil used for unselfish purposes. “Use it for yourself, for your own intellectual and aesthetic pleasure; and do not spread the idea that you must use it for the sake of others,” they claimed.

Greece has a delicate argument: The world is here for us, and spirituality is another type of experience we can use for our own purposes. But they, too, must be countered by using the oil for its light.

Now we can understand the symbolism of Abraham’s cutting of only the three animals. The idea is that there are two viewpoints. The exiling civilizations represent one viewpoint. Their viewpoint is contrasted against and clashes with the Torah’s. By Abraham’s cutting the animals in two, he signalled that the diligent seeker of truth would always be able to discern the root of their faulty arguments and come to the truth. In essence, the Torah teaches that the physical, emotional, and intellectual-spiritual experiences are intended for selfless, higher purposes. That is the purpose of life.

Therefore, the outlooks of Babylon, Persia, and Greece can be countered. Edom, though, the fourth empire, is different. Abraham did not cut up the birds. And the Maharal explains why:77

With Edom there is no point on which to argue. He does not represent any philosophy. He does not represent any ideology. And, therefore, he has nothing to justify. Just do whatever you like to do without any kind of underlying goal.

The animal representing Edom was the dove (gozel). In addition to meaning dove or pigeon, gozel means ‘thief.’ Applying it back to our theme: Edom looks like a dove, an innocent thing. In fact, he looks like Israel, (who are likened to the dove78). He talks nicely. However, he is a thief. He has no philosophy, so he steals from the other three philosophies — whatever will allow him to fulfill his own agenda.

And, therefore, he is not opposed to changing roles. He can put on different masks whenever he wants. When Yaakov wrestled with and finally defeated the angel79 of evil80 (whom the Sages equate with the angel of Esau, from whom the name Edom originates) he asked him his name. The angel answered, ‘Why do you ask about my name?’ In other words, the angel avoided the question. A name indicates a mission, a purpose. Edom’s one purpose is to perplex Yaakov, to avoid the issue, and he will take on different names toward that end.

For this reason, the exile of Edom began with Rome. Rome then converted to Christianity and became the primary oppressor of Israel. On top of everything else, they claimed to be the true Jews! That is Edom changing names and faces again. That is the gozel, the ‘thief,’ who looks like the dove.

Thus, Edom has no true foundation. His foundation is water: it has no form of its own, but adapts to the container. Therefore, he has nothing to argue about. However, he compensates for that by not even arguing. In fact, he will even see your side of the argument. You say to him: “Your system is wrong. Your economic system is wrong. Your educational system is wrong. Your marital system is wrong. Your entertainment industry is wrong. Etc.”

“You are right,” he admits, “you are right, you are right!”

But then he does nothing about it.

Yes, he reads about it, he writes about it, and he even laments about it — but he does not change.

Item:

Reader’s Digest, January 1983. TV Violence: The Shocking New Evidence. “According to the 1982 Nielsen Report on Television, the average American family keeps its set on for 49 and a half hours each week! The typical youngster graduating from high school will have spent almost twice as much time in front of the tube as he has in the classroom .... He will have witnessed some 150,000 violent episodes, including an estimated 25,000 deaths.” “Conclusion: TV violence produces lasting and serious harm.” “‘When the TV is on, it freezes everybody,’” says Cornell University psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner.” “Studies in the United States, Canada, Israel, Australia, and Europe . . . .” “Be firm. You wouldn’t allow your child to eat garbage, would you? Why, then, let him put it in his head?”

The evidence is in. It has even been popularized for a long time now. Yet, are people watching less TV? No. They are watching more. Even among the psychologists who make these reports, how many have thrown out the TV for the sake of their kids?

That is Edom. People are prisoners of the TV and other toys of technology. You can tell them about it until they know the arguments better than you, but don’t ask them to change. No one does anything, because there is nothing to argue about. Edom is the philosophy of ‘nophilosophy’ — or philosophy to fit the moment. The rules change with the needs. The goals flicker in and out of existence. And they fluctuate from person to person and from place to place.

At one moment or in one place, the need is Babylonian dominance. Then that need is discredited. Since the person doesn’t want to change, though, the need has to change (as opposed to the person changing). So it changes to Persian lust. Eventually, that need is discredited. It changes again, though, to Greek intellectual sophistry or self-centered spirituality. Finally, even that is countered. But the person cannot change, so he pursues any or all of the above vices for no reason at all; it is just Edom nothingness for the sake of nothingness.

Edom, the thief, incorporates the other three philosophies. Walk into Madison Square Garden and witness the battle of Babylon where society’s warrior-athletes battle for dominance. Walk a few city blocks and be surrounded by the billboards and posters of Persia-in- Times-Square. Or seek out the intellectuals in the cafes and bars who are discussing over a bottle of wine the pros and cons of the newest wave or the latest ‘ism.’

Ultimately, Edom is the philosophy of ‘no-philosophy.’ (Even that may be too much of something.) That is why the illness of Edom is societal decay in the foundation. As soon as the representative of nothing realizes that he represents nothing, then he is faced with a choice: either make everything a big joke or revert into a dark, existential depression.

Those with a philosophical inclination tend to choose the latter. The majority of people, though, opt for the former. And that is why entertainment is the calling card of modern society.81 Ballplayers and media stars receive the highest salaries and the most recognition, while the workingman struggles for every penny (and fantasizes about living like the stars).

Occasionally, one hears complaints about the injustice of paying such high salaries to society’s entertainers. However, why should anyone take these complaints seriously? After all, if there is no absolute meaning anyway, then it is the entertainers who protect society from mass depression. They tranquilize the pain. And for that, and that alone, their salaries are justified.

Of course, the Torah has the real alternative. Edom’s philosophy of no-philosophy, or philosophy to fit the moment, is a big sham. There is a G-d. Rather than a foundation of water — of the abyss — He is the Rock of Ages.

G-d revealed His teaching to mankind. He has chosen a people to dedicate themselves to that teaching and thereby revamp themselves while bringing the world back to its original status, to the way it was in the Garden of Eden. Dominance? Dominate your base desire. Lust? Harness it. Intellectualism? Spirituality? Light up the world for others.

Responding to Edom’s attack is not easy. He is constantly changing. It would be foolish to even attempt to analyze him in order to definitively apply him to today’s setting. That is what Edom wants. The second we do it, he changes again.

Can Edom be defeated? Can we be redeemed from the subtle oppression of Edom? Those are questions that we need to explore.

Redemption From Edom

In the ‘covenant between the parts,’ after Abraham cut the animals, a vulture descended upon the carcasses:

A vulture [ayit — singular] came down upon the carcasses and Abram drove [v’yashaiv] them [plural, i.e. the vultures] away. (Beraishis 15:11)

According to the Midrash,82 as the vulture swooped down upon the carcasses, Abraham took a heavy instrument and tried, unsuccessfully, to kill it. Only afterward was he successful in saving the carcasses, and shortly we will explain how.

What does the vulture represent? The vulture (a bird, i.e. an animal in the same classification as the dove and pigeon) is Edom. (In fact, the vulture is a third bird, which is the same number called for regarding the other animals used in the covenant.) It is referred to in the same verse once in the singular and then in the plural because Edom encompassed numerous philosophies which are nevertheless all under the single heading: ‘Oppressor and Perplexer of Israel.’ They take on many names and faces, but they are united in one goal: to perplex Yaakov (Jacob), to defeat Yisroel (Israel).

After Abraham drove away the bird, he fell asleep:

And it happened, as the sun was about to set, a deep sleep fell upon Abram [Abraham]; and behold — a dread! great darkness fell upon him. (Beraishis 15:12)

As the Sages of the Midrash explain, the ‘dread’ which Abraham experienced was a prophetic vision concerning the four exiles. The deeper meaning of the covenant he had just cut was made clear to him: At the end of the four exiles, just before the advent of the Messiah, all his descendants would fall victim to the forces of the four exiles, and the vast majority of the Jewish people would lose their identity as Jews. Some would be eliminated physically through Babylon, some would be effected in the heart and become quasi-religious, and some would be effected in the intellect and become fanatical believers in foreign ideologies. Edom, the inheritance of Western culture, would then come and combine the cultures of the three previous exiles. However, he would not be satisfied with that. He, as the vulture, would want to unite all the other cultures in an attempt to consume all remnants of the people of Israel.

Abraham was shown all this in his vision of dread. He perceived the trials and tribulations of his children, the Jewish people. He desired to save their final remnants, even those who in one way or another were nothing but dead carcasses. That is the symbolism of his grabbing a heavy instrument in an attempt to kill the vulture.

However, he could not do it. It was not possible.

Seeing that focusing on the vulture was unsuccessful, he realized that the only solution was to bring the carcasses to life. He, therefore, turned his focus away from the attacker and onto the carcasses. The Midrash says that he accomplished this by making them do teshuva, repentance. (The word v’yashaiv, ‘and he drove [the vulture] away’ consists of the root word which can render the verse to mean: ‘and he caused them to return,’ i.e. to do teshuva.)

Abraham realized that the only way to push away the influence of Edom, who has the arsenal of all three previous empires at his disposal, is through the medium of teshuva.

The Maharal asks:83 Why couldn’t Abraham kill the vulture? The answer is because you cannot debate with him. He tells you that you are right and then continues in his ways. “Don’t confuse me with the facts,” he says. He is focused on his wants and no facts in the world will make him see things logically. So, therefore, there is no debate.

This is one of the mistakes people make when thinking anything can be gained through debate. You can win the debate uncontested, but if the loser determined beforehand that he was not going to change, then nothing will change him.

What should be done instead?

We have to go to our own people and awaken them, like Abraham did the carcasses. We should not waste our time attempting to kill the vulture or getting it to change. It all comes back to changing ourselves — changing ourselves in the midst of the very society where spiritual inertia and stagnation are legendary. We have to come back to ourselves.

The Midrash continues: When will that happen? When will Abraham turn the remnants into baalei teshuva? The answer is: When your children become like carcasses, emptied out of everything — no bones, no veins, no memory left in them that they were ever Jewish. Then your merit, Abraham, will stand for them, and you will be able to bring them back.

This is exactly what we are witnessing today. We see the unbelievable return of totally alienated Jews. Why did it not begin one hundred years ago, or fifty years ago when many of our people first emigrated to the land of Israel? The answer is that then we were like carcasses, devoid of Jewish life. However, we still had some sinews and bones — we still had many features of Jewishness. We still had some allegiance to a superficial association with Jews or Judaism.

And, therefore, Abraham only comes when there is nothing left. That is why we see the phenomenon where the more assimilated their background, the more they are awakened to Torah and become individual Abrahams.

Now, why exactly did the Midrash assert that this teshuva would occur specifically in the merit of Abraham? Why not in the merit of Yitzchak (Issac)? or Yaakov (Jacob)?

If Yitzchak or Yaakov came to us and told us to begin anew, our response would have been: How can I compare myself to you? Yitzchak, you had a father — Abraham; Yaakov, you had a father — Yitzchak, with a grandfather — Abraham. It is easy for you to talk about building yourself up spiritually. However, I have nobody. How can I start?

Abraham comes to us, though, and says: “Why can’t you begin anew? Why don’t you give birth to yourself?” Then, we have no excuses, for Abraham can reply to us, “No matter what circumstances you are in, I was worse off when I set out to discover G-d. I had to fight my own parents. My father, Terach, was a leader of idol worshipers. Nimrod, a self-declared god, ruled the entire civilized world. Nevertheless, I singlehandedly discovered the truth. I gave birth to myself. I revolutionized the world. Why can’t you accomplish the same thing?”

When Abraham presents us with this argument, no one has an excuse. Ail of us really can begin anew. That is why the merit of Abraham is employed.

And as far away from Torah as we may think we are, we are not really that far at all. When you conceive of the situation as a straight line, then the further away from the origin you go, the more alienated you become from the origin. However, when you realize that the situation is more akin to a 360 degree circle, then if you start at 12 o’clock, the furthest you can move away from your origin is 359.9 degrees. However, at that point, you are just one step away from the beginning.

The Sages wrote that Moshiach was born on Tisha B’Av afternoon.84 Tisha B’Av is the most solemn day in the Jewish calendar, the day when both the First Temple and the Second Temple were destroyed and burned. Tisha B’Av afternoon was actually when the height of the burning occurred, when all hope was lost.

If your house is burning down, you say to yourself, ‘Maybe, at least one room will be spared.’ Then, as the burning continues into the afternoon, it gradually dawns upon you that everything is totally lost. That is the way Jews felt Tisha B’Av afternoon. However, it was precisely at that moment, the Sages tells us, that Moshiach was [potentially] born.

The lesson they are teaching us is the same as above: When G-d strips us of everything — when we are nothing but bones devoid of skin and veins — then we are ready for redemption. At the very moment when despair is at its height and all seems lost — at that very moment — we can reacquire everything on our own.85

Before the Messiah comes, we will be the seemingly furthest away from our origins — 359.9 degrees away. At that point, however, we are, in reality, only one step away from Abraham and our origins.

Exile is inevitably followed by redemption. The end of one circle is the beginning of the next. In the Zohar, the process is called looping the end into the beginning. The people of Israel can never get lost. It is a matter of cycles. We who are witnessing the last deteriorations, we are the closest to absolute renewal, and we should learn to take advantage of that.

Surviving Edom Today

Practically speaking, is there something one can do to survive the exile of Edom today?

Yes.

This was the underlying question of a Talmudic debate. The Talmud says:86

Three great sages — Rabba, Ulla, [and in another place, Rabbi Yochanan] — said yasi v’lo achimena, ‘Let him [Moshiach] come, but I do not want to see him [i.e. I do not want to have to live in that time.]

The Maharal elaborates on what they meant by their words: ‘No matter how great we may be, we cannot guarantee that we will be able to survive the test of the coming of Moshiach.’ However, the Talmud continues:

Rabbi Yosef said: yasi v’achimena, ‘Let him come, and I will see him. And, furthermore, let me be worthy to sit under the shadow of the manure of his donkey!’

What is the real underlying dispute between the first three Sages and Rabbi Yosef?

The dispute was: On what grounds — in what merit — will we be able to witness the advent of Moshiach?

There are two ways of serving G-d, based on a verse in Psalms, ‘turn from evil, and do good.’87 The first half implies simple abstention — get yourself far away from anything which is bad; specialize in distancing yourself from evil. The second half urges us to ‘do good’ — work on the positive, on performing acts of goodness.

This is what the argument of the sages centered around. The first three sages, who were afraid of living in the times of Moshiach, were under the impression that a person becomes complete only by concentrating on good. They understood that the people in the time before Moshiach would be tested like never before by having to live immersed in bad. They would become like dried skeletons, lacking even sinews and veins.

“Therefore,” they concluded, “we cannot guarantee that we will be up to the test. The reason is: since the ultimate goal is to become good, how will we guarantee that we will be able to reach the level of good necessary to relate to Moshiach in times that bad will be so dominant? Therefore, ‘Let him come, but we do not want to be there.’ We cannot take the responsibility to say that we could create the goodness necessary to bridge the gap between us and Moshiach.”

Rabbi Yosef, on the other hand, felt that bringing Moshiach did not depend on how much good one created for oneself, but rather on how much one turned away from bad. Only G-d can invest one with the real ultimate good anyway, he reasoned. Moshiach will serve as a conduit to the ultimate goodness, the ultimate holiness. However, in order to be worthy of the ultimate good, all one had to do was try his or her best to turn away from bad.

Therefore, Rabbi Yosef said, ‘“Let him come, and I will see him,’ because if the merit of bringing Moshiach is dependent upon not being bad, then that can be accomplished under even the worst conditions. In fact, the more badness one is surrounded by, the more opportunity he has not to partake of it. Consequently, the greater is the merit.”

Now, what did Rabbi Yosef mean when he said that living in the pre-Messianic era will be like sitting beneath the shadow of the manure of Moshiach’s donkey?

The prophet says that Moshiach will come as a poor man riding on a donkey.88 Actually, there are two Hebrew words for a poor person: oni and evion. Both have nothing, but the latter desires that which he does not have. The former, the oni, does not have and does not want material things.

Moshiach is described as an ‘oni riding on a donkey.’ He is going to be totally poor in worldly, material things, and he will not need them. He will be riding on the donkey. Chamor, ‘donkey’ in Hebrew, also means physicality, materialism (the same root word). If a person fails to ride above the chamor, he becomes a part of the chamor, he becomes effected by the materialism. He needs it. He wants it. However, Moshiach will be an oni; he will not need it; he will ride above it all.

What is meant by sitting beneath the ‘shadow of the manure’ of his donkey?

Before Moshiach’s advent, the Jew is not going to ride above the chamor-donkey-materialism as he did the previous almost 2,000 years of exile. He is going to sit beneath it. He is going to be effected by it. And he is not just going to be underneath the donkey, but beneath ‘the shadow of the manure’ of the donkey. The manure is the waste product of the donkey. It is the part of the food which even the donkey rejects. In other words, Jews will be involved in the reject of non-Jewish society.

Unfortunately, we see how true this is. Look around. What is acceptable to today’s generation would not have been acceptable just a couple of decades ago. Even the lower elements of the previous generations would have been shocked by the public displays of licentiousness, impudence, arrogance, etc. However, today, they call such a person a ‘progressive.’

Wherever we go, wherever we stand, we are underneath the manure. From the neon signs of Times Square to the televisions, movies, and newsstands, all the filth and sewage from all over the world is readily available, even in the privacy of your home. Wherever you go, you are under the shadow of the manure of the donkey.

Rabbi Yosef said in effect, “If G-d brings a situation where you find yourself living beneath the shadow of the manure of the donkey, and you can be easily effected by it, then if all you will do is abstain from these things, and not partake of them, you will merit bringing Moshiach.”

The deeper implication of Rabbi Yosefs statement is that each person has a natural, inner goodness. This goodness glows like an eternal light. All it needs is to be uncovered. However, the bombardment of media — whether from Babylonian-like sporting events, Persian- like promiscuity, Greek-like ideology, or Edom-like emptiness and meaninglessness — heaps piles and piles of soot on that inner, glowing light.

A person feels a spark of holiness, has an inspiring experience, yearns momentarily for something more, but then comes home and plugs into Edom society. He is like a patient in a coma who opens his eyes, unplugs himself from the wires and tubes, walks around, experiences a momentary yearning for life, and then returns to the bed, reconnects to all the ‘life-support’ valves, and goes back to sleep.

A patient in a physical coma and a patient in a spiritual coma differ in that the latter, no matter how far gone he thinks he is, ultimately still has free choice. He does not have to plug himself in. True, psychologically, he feels a need to return to the comfort of the comatose state. Yet, with help from others and his own inner determination, he can come out of the coma and slowly strengthen himself to the point where he is ready to experience life free of plugs and tubes.

The mind is the most precious organ. It needs exercise. Turn on ‘the tube,’ turn off the mind. After a while, mindlessness becomes a way of life. That is Edom. Don’t think ... at least not too much. Certainly not enough so that you have to change. Plug back in. Turn on the sitcom or docu-drama. Turn on the news. It is important to hear the weather report again. Relax. Don’t work too hard. You only live once. You want to know what the Real Thing is? Have a Coke.

Every time you plug back in, your mind atrophies. The glowing light deep inside is covered deeper and deeper beneath the sewage.

The positive alternative would be to learn Torah, listen to a Torah tape, go to a Torah lecture. Be stimulated by something of value which can catapult you beyond the mundane. However, the Edom mentality has seeped deep into our consciousness. It cultivates inertia . . . lethargy. We fatigue easily.

One time, a flight I was scheduled to take was canceled. As compensation, the airline put the passengers up in an expensive hotel overnight. The hotel boasted, ‘Remote-control full-screen TV with all the cable channels in every room.’ As I sat on the well-padded sofa in my room, alone, I took out my miniature Talmud and settled in for my daily Torah learning. Before I knew it, though, I was asleep.

When I awoke several hours later, I felt embarrassed because I know that my grandparents would have had the strength to learn most of the night. I despaired a moment. But then, there, high on the wall, I gazed at the ‘Remote-control full-screen TV with all the cable channels.’ Suddenly, I remembered the words of Rabbi Yosef, ‘Let him come, and let me be worthy of sitting beneath the shadow of the manure of his donkey.’ And then it struck me: That was exactly what I was doing. I was sitting beneath the shadow of the reject of non-Jewish society. And although I could not perform the good of learning that night, I was able to turn from the bad even though it was only the flick of a button away.

From my ancestors, G-d got a solid page of learning every day. They devoted their extra time to Him. However, they did not have the challenge of the donkey s manure. When I realized that, I felt thankful that I was given the test of the ‘Remote-control full-screen TV with all the cable channels’ only one button away. That comforted me. My forebears may have given G-d the page of Talmud, but I gave Him the button.

Think About This

My parting recommendation to you is to try out for yourself — for forty days — a voluntary abstention from media and media-type influences. Stay away from it, turn it off, throw it out, close your eyes to it, etc. After all, don’t you owe it to yourself?

Try it for forty days. Clear your mind. Keep it absolutely clear. I guarantee that, seemingly automatically, your inner beauty will start to shine forth from somewhere deep inside.

Chances are, you will find yourself thinking more clearly than ever before.

Yes, thinking.

Do not commit yourself to more than forty days. It is a trick of the mind to make every situation an all-or- nothing option. At the end of forty days, when you have experienced the clarity of being unplugged for a while, reconsider your options. But, at least try it. You will discover your own holiness, your own greatness. And you will see how much beauty you really do possess inside.

[image: line]

* Much of the material in this section is based on Ner Mitzvah and Netzach Yisroel by the Maharal of Prague (1512-1609).

* Much of the material from here on is based on the writings of the Maharal, particularly his Gevuros Hashem.



GLOSSARY

BAAL TESHUVA (BAALES TESHUVA F.; BAALEI TESHUVA, pi.): A person who deepens his commitment to Judaism, usually through a “return” to complete mitzvah observance.

BERAISHIS: The Book of Genesis; alternatively: Creation itself.

BRIT MILAH: Circumcision on the eighth day as described in Jewish law.

CHAMOR: Donkey; alternatively: material, gross physicality.

CHUTZPAH: Audacity, gall.

DAVEN: To pray; praying.

DEVARIM: The Book of Deuteronomy.

HALACHAH: Jewish law.

HALEL: Special series of prayers recited (and usually sung to a moving tune) on certain holidays.

HASHEM: G-d; literally, “The Name.”

HASHKAFA: (Torah) outlook.

KABBALAH: Term for Jewish mysticism.

KIDDUSH HASHEM: Sanctification of G-d’s name.

KOSHER: Dietary laws of the Torah; alternatively, ‘fit,’ or ‘proper.’

MENORAH: Candelabra used for festival of Chanukah.

MESHUGANA: Crazy.

MEZUZAH (MEZUZOS pi.): Literally, doorpost(s); referring to the commandment which requires Jews to place parchments containing specific Biblical passages onto the doorposts of their homes.

MIKVAH (MIKVAOS pl.): Bath used for halachically prescribed immersions.

MIDRASH: Repository of the (originally) oral homiletical interpretations of Torah whose primary focus is the moral, ethical principles and teachings of Judaism.

MISHNAH: The pithy statements of Jewish law upon which Talmudic discussion is centered.

MITZVAH (MITZVOS pi.): A commandment. The written Torah enumerates 613.

MITZVOS: See Mitzvah.

MOSHIACH: Messiah.

REBBE(S): Rabbi(s).

ROSH (PL. ROSHEI) YESHIVA: The head(s) of a yeshiva.

SHABBOS: The Sabbath.

SHOMER SHABBAT: One who keeps the laws of the Sabbath.

SIDDUR: Prayer book.

TALMUD: The oral law transmitted first by G-d to Moses at Mount Sinai and then down through the generations until persecution warranted its being written in the form of the Mishnah, and then later on in the form of the Talmud as we have it today.

TANACH: Scripture in its entirety. Tanach is an abbreviation for Torah (i.e. the Five Books of Moses), Neviim (i.e. the Books of the ‘Prophets’) and Kesuvim (i.e. the Scriptural books classified under the heading ‘Writings’).

TEFILLIN: The black leather straps and boxes which the Torah commands Jewish men to wear.

TESHUVA: Repentance; more literally, ‘return,’ and signifying a return to the ways of Torah. See also Baal Teshuva.

TORAH: Scripture (the written Torah) and Talmud (the oral Torah) comprising the basic source and essence of Judaism.

TREIF: Not kosher.

TZELEM ELOKIM: The image of G-d.

TZITZIS: ‘Fringes’ or ‘strings’ the Torah commands Jews to place on their four-cornered garments.

YAAKOV: Jacob.

YARMULKE: Head covering.

YESHIVA: A school for teaching Torah.

YIDDISHKEIT: Yiddish colloquialism for ‘Judaism’ in its entirety.

YITZCHAK: Isaac.

YOM SHEKULO SHABBOS: The day (i.e. era) that is entirely Sabbath; i.e. the Jewish utopia.

YOM TOV: Jewish holiday; festival.

ZOHAR: One of the primary sourcebooks of Jewish mysticism, attributed to Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai (c. 120 C.E.).

Z’TL: Abbreviation for zaicher tzaddik l’brochah — the remembrance of a righteous person is a blessing.
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