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MUTATING VIRUSES
Biological and Moral Masters of Deception – Part 2

Rabbi Doron Perez

A virus is a master of 
deception.

 Its aim is to reproduce and 
multiply, but as it is only 

a simple microscopic clod of organic 
matter, it cannot do so on its own. The 
only way it can reproduce is to infil-
trate a living organism with reproduc-
tive abilities and then hijack its repro-
ductive mechanism – an ingenious yet 
diabolical double act of trickery and 
deception.

This is how biological viruses multiply 
and spread contagion. And this is pre-
cisely how the virus of antisemitism, 
and particularly today’s mutation of 
anti-Zionism, works as well.1

Let us analyze these dynamics of 
deception to gain a clearer under-
standing of their inner workings and 
to develop a strategy to counteract the 
virus of antisemitism in its current 
incarnation of Israel demonization.

Deception 1: infiltrating 
the host
The immune system is the body’s tool 
to ensuring its physical health and 
survival. All living beings have vary-
ing degrees of sophisticated immunity 
networks to protect against harmful 
foreign bodies (pathogens) which can 
infect and spread disease. Viruses are 
pathogens and so must find a way to 
circumvent the immune system to 
gain entry. No way in? No chance of 

survival and reproduction. Viruses 
have therefore evolved to become 
maestros of deception. 

How does this deception work? 

To enter the cell, a virus floats up to 
or lands on a cell and then attaches 
itself to a receptor. Receptors are pro-
teins situated on the cell surface that 
act like protective locks, and only a 
specific key will fit these “locks.” The 
duplicitous virus contains proteins 
shaped just like that key, which slot 
into the receptor. This starts a process 
that leads to the virus entering the cell 
whole or gradually injecting itself into 
the cell. 

Like a Trojan horse, it can now unleash 
a surprise strike from the inside.

Deception 2: hijacking the 
host’s production line 
The virus’ second act of trickery is 
hijacking and corrupting the cell’s 
reproductive mechanism. While the 
cell is programmed to reproduce 
its cells, it ‘unknowingly’ becomes 
hijacked by the virus and instead of 
only producing its own cells, it pro-
duces the virus’ infected cells.

The sneaky seizure takes place as fol-
lows. Every cell in our bodies is a tiny 
factory, constantly making proteins 
and reproducing new cells. Viruses 
and living cells use DNA and RNA, the 
two main molecules critical to genetic 

functioning. DNA provides the code for 
cell activity, while RNA converts that 
code into proteins to carry out cellular 
functions.

These molecules act like instructions, 
so when viruses bring their DNA and 
RNA instructions to the cell, they trick 
the cell into following them and gen-
erating all the necessary conditions 
for the virus to multiply. New copies 
of the virus can then be constructed 
inside the cell and the formerly vital 
cell now becomes an assembly line for 
new virus particles. The helpless cell is 
now serving the virus, manufacturing 
thousands of new particles which are 
released to continue corrupting count-
less more cells. Contagion awaits. 

Antisemitism today: infiltration 
and hijacking the host 
The same is true with antisemitism. 
Antisemitism is a virus of prejudice 
and discrimination that is relatively 
innocuous unless it can find a host. 
The host this virus requires is the 
human heart and mind, containing 
thoughts, emotions and motivations.

It is not easy for destructive ideas to 
penetrate the heart because human 
beings have a strong natural moral 
immune system: a conscience. Our 
ethical compass prods us to do good 
and to resist hateful and self-destruc-
tive behavior. This is why antisemi-
tism must present itself in a morally 
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legitimate form. It can only circum-
vent the moral immune system and 
stimulate people to act if it can be 
morally justified. To be effective, evil 
must present itself as good. 

The Pharaoh factor
Remarkably, this is precisely how the 
Ramban explains Pharaoh’s perplexing 
strategy against the Jews in Egypt. 

Pharaoh did not overtly decree the 
destruction of the Jews but instead 
devised covert and deceptive plans of 
evil: “Come let us deal shrewdly with 
them in case they increase, and if war 
breaks out they may join our enemies, 
fight against us and escape from the 
land.”2

Why did the all-powerful leader need 
to hide his plans? Why did he pres-
ent the Jews as a fifth column and a 
threat to national security to justify 
his intended genocide? Why demand 
their labor and then initiate the secre-
tive scheme of midwives murdering 
babies at birth? What was he afraid of? 

The answer, says the Ramban,3 was 
Pharaoh’s need to bypass Egypt’s moral 
defense mechanism on two levels. 
Firstly, it would be treasonous and 
immoral to murder a people without 
cause, particularly when they were 
welcomed into Egypt by a previous 
Pharaoh. Even corrupt rulers cannot 
suddenly exterminate people with-
out any moral pretext and sense of 
justice. Secondly, many of his own 
people would simply not have agreed 
to participate in the massacre. Internal 
public opinion must be enlisted; other-
wise, the indiscriminate slaughter of 
former friends and neighbors would 
not be tolerated. And so Pharaoh 
shrewdly found a way to penetrate the 
unsuspecting hearts of his own people. 

When practitioners of evil believe they 
are acting for the preservation of their 
society and the sake of a greater good, 
all moral checks and balances can be 
sidestepped. The masses themselves 
become the very reproductive mecha-
nism of the virus of hatred and bigotry. 

Legitimizing hate: human 
rights and human wrongs4

Rabbi Sacks explains that antisemi-
tism in all its mutations follows the 
very same mechanism of psycholog-
ical and moral deception to inculcate 
perverse and prejudiced beliefs. The 

hatred at the heart of antisemitism 
is the lowest form of evil, and so it 
requires legitimation from the highest 
sources of moral authority. 

In the Middle Ages, the moral arbiter 
of the age was the Pope, and so we had 
Christian anti-Judaism. In post-En-
lightenment Europe, it was science, 
which resulted in the twin founda-
tions of Nazi ideology, Social Darwin-
ism and the so-called Scientific Study 
of Race. Today, the highest source of 
moral authority is human rights. This 
is why Israel – the only fully function-
ing democracy in the Middle East with 
a free press and independent judiciary 
– is regularly accused of the five cardi-
nal sins against human rights: racism, 
apartheid, crimes against humanity, 
ethnic cleansing and attempted 
genocide.

The new antisemitism has mutated so 
that anyone can deny that he or she is 
an antisemite: “I’m not an antisemite. 
I have no problem with Jews or Juda-
ism. I only have a problem with the 
State of Israel.”

However, this defense does not hold 
water. There are currently 56 Muslim 
countries and 103 Christian majority 
nations, but only one Jewish State. 
Israel constitutes a mere one-quarter 
of 1% of the landmass of the Middle 
East. And yet Israel is the only one of 
the 193 member nations of the United 
Nations whose right to exist is regu-
larly challenged, with Iran and many 
other powerful groups openly commit-
ted to its destruction. Anti-Zionism, 
which denies only the Jewish people 
a right to their own country, is merely 
another form of antisemitism, for it 
denies Jews the same rights as other 
peoples and demonizes them in the 
process. 

As long as antisemites invoke human 
rights in their nefarious battle against 
the Jewish people, no matter how per-
versely they apply these arguments, 
the deception of the virus is complete. 
Vice masquerades as virtue and evil 
as ethical.

Celebrating vulnerability 
Is there any hope? How can we pos-
sibly overcome the moral deception 
of antisemitism in our time? We feel 
so vulnerable to destructive forces 
beyond our control. 

Perhaps Sukkot is the antidote. Sukkot 
is a celebration of vulnerability. The 

sukkah itself is a flimsy and transient 
little booth, susceptible to the outside 
elements. Yet not only do we dwell in 
the sukkah, we rejoice in it! How can we 
possibly celebrate our vulnerability? 
Through the power of faith.

In Jewish mysticism, the sukkah is 
called the “Shadow of Faith.” This 
“Shadow of Faith” is the immutable 
belief in Hashem, who created and 
runs the world for good, and our belief 
that we can and will overcome the 
challenges before us. It is the belief 
that good health and wellbeing will 
ultimately triumph over disease and 
illness. It is the belief in the inherent 
goodness of human beings, who are 
all created in the image of G-d. The 
“Shadow of Faith” is the understand-
ing that even the brilliant life-giving 
light of the sun will cast many shad-
ows on the earth below. It is believing 
that spiritual and moral light will ulti-
mately supersede immoral darkness; 
that evil is transient, while G-d and 
goodness are permanent.

Let us rejoice together in life’s inher-
ent vulnerability in our “Shadow of 
Faith,” knowing that we will one day 
see an end to antisemitism when the 
grandeur of the Jewish mission will 
be known to all.

1 My last two articles in HaMizrachi have focused 
on antisemitism as a virus. The first cited the 
Vilna Gaon’s novel idea that there are three 
mutations of antisemitism, each with biblical 
precedents. Moav, who opposed Jewish values 
and Judaism, Edom, who opposed the very exis-
tence of the Jewish people, and the Philistines, 
who opposed any Jewish sovereignty in Israel.

The second article focused on deepening the 
virus analogy and paralleled the spread of bio-
logical viruses and the virus of antisemitism 
over the last twenty years. There I discussed two 
traits of viruses: 1. the ability to mutate, and 2. to 
quickly spread contagion.

Here I focus on two more traits of viruses: their 
deceptive ability, 1. to circumvent the immune 
system, and 2. to corrupt the cellular reproduc-
tive mechanism.

2 Shemot 1:10.

3 Ibid.

4 These paragraphs are based on Rabbi Jonathan 
Sacks’ teachings in Future Tense, pp. 99–100.

Rabbi Doron Perez is the Executive Chairman 
of World Mizrachi.
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While preparing this Sukkot edition of 
HaMizrachi, my family and I arrived 
in Israel to begin the adventure of a 
lifetime – Aliyah! Due to the pandemic, 

no dignitaries or public celebrations were awaiting our 
arrival. Like thousands of others making Aliyah during 
the pandemic, we immediately entered a whole week 
of bidud (quarantine).

After several (thankfully!) negative PCR tests and seven 
pies of pizza, we emerged from quarantine on a Friday 
morning, finally free to explore our land. But where to 
go first? Like any believing Jew, my initial inclination 
was to bring my family to the Kotel. I imagined myself 
sitting reflectively at the wall, together with my chil-
dren, soaking in the holiness. 

Ultimately, my stir-crazy children outvoted me, and 
we began our life in Israel in a slightly different way – 
devouring hot waffles soaked in Nutella while standing 
smack in the middle of the chaos of Machane Yehuda. 
For my younger children, it was their first time expe-
riencing the madness of Erev Shabbat in Jerusalem’s 
famous Shuk, and they were simultaneously enthralled 
(how often do you eat hot rugelach and candy for 
lunch?) and terrified (Covid who?).

The Kotel it was not. But while polishing off the waffles, 
we marveled at the diversity of Jews – our people! – who 
surrounded us. Ashkenazim and Sephardim, Ethio-
pians and Russians, religious and ‘secular,’ men and 
women of all ages. Though we’ve often spoken about 
the diversity of our people with our kids, never before 
had they seen it with their own eyes. We felt that we 
were part of something extraordinary, something far 
greater than ourselves for the first time. We experi-
enced, tangibly, the words of Rav Kook: “As soon as one 
comes to the Land of Israel his soul is nullified before 

the great light of the communal soul of Israel which 
enters him…” (Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Hakohen Kook, 
Orot Yisrael, 7:18).

Sukkot is the chag of Jewish unity when it is fitting for 
all of Israel to dwell together in one sukkah (Sukkah 
27b). Rebbe Nosson of Nemirov explains that we fulfill 
this teaching by sitting in the sukkah and concentrating 
on being part of the entire people of Israel, with intense 
love and peace.

In this edition of HaMizrachi, we highlight the extraor-
dinary diversity of the Religious Zionist movement, 
spotlighting remarkable Jews from Israel and all over 
the world who are bound together by their shared 
love of Zion. Our “Ushpizin” feature and “Jews with 
Views” section celebrate the glorious diversity of our 
movement and our people, and in the spirit of Rebbe 
Nosson help us remember how privileged we are to be 
a part of this nation. We wish farewell to our shlichim, 
who will bring the Torah of Israel to Jews all over the 
world. At the same time, Rabbi Shmuel Goldin and Yael 
Leibowitz remind us how fortunate we are to live in 
this generation of ingathering, as thousands of Jews 
stream “to the land that will make everything sweeter, 
and harder, and deeper and right.”

May we soon celebrate together with all of our people, 
here in the holy land. In the words of Rav Kook, לֹום  ׁשָ
 wishing you peace and blessings from – ּוְבָרָכה ֵמָעֵרי ְיהּוָדה
the cities of Judah!

Elie Mischel
Rabbi Elie Mischel
Editor

F R O M  T H EEditor
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In July, World Mizrachi’s Shlichut 
Center hosted a Birkat HaDerech 
farewell event for shlichim (emis-
saries) heading to the Diaspora.

This summer, 225 Religious Zionist 
shlichim are setting out to serve Jewish 
communities all over the world. Ful-
filling the dream of Ki Mitzion Teitzei 
Torah, bringing the Torah of Israel to 
the whole world, the shlichim will take 
up positions in all six continents, from 
Australia to Austria, California to Can-
berra, and Nairobi to the Netherlands.

At the Birkat HaDerech event, former 
Minister of Diaspora Affairs, Omer 
Yankelevitch, addressed the shlichim, 

who represent six different Religious 
Zionist organizations. She spoke about 
her personal experience of shlichut.

Her parents escaped from Soviet 
Russia to Israel, but they returned as 
shlichim to the USSR to strengthen Jews 
and Jewish communities there.

“My childhood experience taught me 
that we are part of a large and global 
people. We cannot simply focus on 
our homeland of Eretz Yisrael and 
ignore the destinies of our eight mil-
lion brothers and sisters living around 
the world.”

She also shared some of her experi-
ences as Diaspora Affairs Minister over 

the past year, interacting with Jews 
from across the globe.

“During the Coronavirus pandemic, 
we have been unable to welcome Jews 
from around the world to Israel, but I 
have had hundreds of Zoom meetings 
with Diaspora communities. I recall 
speaking to a group of Australian stu-
dents during Operation Guardian of 
the Walls. One of the students started 
crying, explaining how hard it is to be 
Jewish on campus when her friends 
turn against her.

“You, as shlichim, have a critical role in 
strengthening and supporting Jewish 
communities around the world, in 

A Moment to Celebrate
Over 200 Religious Zionist Shlichim 

Head Out to Serve Am Yisrael
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Former Minister of 
Diaspora Affairs, 
Omer Yankelevitch.
(PHOTOS: DAVID STEIN)

ensuring that no matter the circum-
stances, Jews will always be proud of 
their identity and heritage.”

Mrs. Yankelevitch concluded with the 
beautiful poetic words of Rav Kook:

ּכֹוַח ַעז ָלֶכם. ֵיׁש  י  ּכִ ֵני ָאָדם, ָעלּו ְלַמְעָלה ָעלּו,  ּבְ
יִרים. ִרים ַאּבִ ְנֵפי ְנׁשָ ְנֵפי רּוַח, ּכַ ָלֶכם ּכַ

“People, arise up and ascend, for you 
have great strength. You have wings of 
the spirit, like wings of mighty eagles.”

The outgoing shlichim will serve Jewish 
communities in 62 cities across 24 
countries.

We wish them success as they head out 
to serve Am Yisrael! n

Zeev Schwartz of Torah MiTzion, World Bnei Akiva’s 
new Mazkal, Ohad Tal, and World Mizrachi’s Rabbi 
Yechiel Wasserman and Rabbi Doron Perez.
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UpwardOnward and
The Mizrachi World Movement

congratulates the hundreds of Religious Zionist shlichim
who have been selected to strengthen

Jewish and Zionist identity in Jewish communities
throughout the world this coming year!
May you succeed in your important mission!

Rabbi Hillel Van-Leeuwen
head, mizrachi shlichut center

Rabbi Doron Perez
executive chairman, world mizrachi
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It was early morning when the 
Baal Shem Tov (the “Besht”) met 
the town’s water carrier and 
asked how he was doing. The 

water carrier sighed and began com-
plaining about all of his troubles. He 
still needed to work despite his old age 
and lack of strength, his wife had been 
sick for years, and he was unable to 
find suitors for his older daughters. 
The Besht tried to cheer him up, but 
was unsuccessful.

The two met again the next day and 
the Besht again asked the water car-
rier how he was doing. This time he 
received a different answer. “Despite 
my advanced age, I am, thank G-d, still 
breathing, davening, laying tefillin, and 
learning each day while most of my 
peers have already passed away. Not 
only that, but I am still able to work 
for a living and am not dependent on 
others. Though my wife has been sick, 
Baruch Hashem she is still alive and 
doing a bit better and, thankfully, G-d 
has blessed me with daughters who 
are so gifted and special that it is hard 
to find suitors worthy of them.”1

Sukkot is Z’man Simchateinu, when we 
celebrate and thank Hashem for our 
harvest and our successes. For many, 
after a difficult year of Covid, this 
Sukkot may be harder to celebrate 
than usual. Our ability to celebrate 
hinges on our perspective. There are 
people who have many blessings, but 
focus on what they lack, while others 
who have very little feel blessed.

A chassid of the Lubavitcher Rebbe sent 
him a letter in which he bemoaned his 
difficult situation. Living in Yerusha-
layim, he was struggling to support 
his wife and 10 children. The Rebbe 
penned a short response expressing 
how happy he was to hear about the 
chassid’s marriage, the birth of his 10 
children, and the great zechut the chas-
sid had to live in Yerushalayim. After 
signing his name, the Rebbe added an 
addendum note to the chassid. “The 
fact that you do not appreciate and 
thank Hashem for what He has already 

given you is keeping Him from giving 
you more.”2

How many of us are guilty of the same 
lack of appreciation? We take our 
blessings for granted and are instead 
frustrated by the things that we lack.3 

Sukkot is an ideal time to reflect on 
this idea. Our ancestors spent forty 
years in the hot and dangerous desert, 
far from civilization. But instead of 
bemoaning the difficult lot of our 
forefathers, we thank Hashem and 
celebrate the sukkot he gave us.

When we awake each morning, we 
recite a series of berachot that thank 
Hashem for the basics of human life. 
We bless Hashem: she’asa li kol tzorki, 
“who made all I need for me.” We are 
meant to appreciate that Hashem has 
already created4 all that we truly need.

In the end, happiness is a matter of 
perspective. When we read the fol-
lowing poem, entitled Worst Day Ever?, 
written by Chanie Gorkin – a student 
at Chabad’s Beth Rivkah High School 
in Brooklyn – line by line from top to 
bottom, it expresses deep disappoint-
ment and frustration with life:

Today was the absolute worst day ever

And don’t try to convince me that

There’s something good in every day

Because, when you take a closer look,

The world is a pretty evil place.

Even if

Some goodness does shine through once 
in a while

Satisfaction and happiness don’t last.

And it’s not true that

It’s all in the mind and heart

Because

True happiness can be attained 

Only if one’s surroundings are good

It’s not true that good exists

I’m sure that you can agree that

The reality

Creates

My attitude

It’s all beyond my control

And you’ll never in a million years hear 
me say

Today was a very good day

But when read again from the bottom 
up, the same poem expresses appreci-
ation of the good in each day.

“Who desires life, loving each day to 
see good?” (Tehillim 34:13).

If we desire a life worth living, we must 
learn to love each day by focusing on 
the good in our lives. Let’s take the 
opportunity of Sukkot in Covid times 
to appreciate the good in our life that 
we often take for granted.

1 See Motzi Asirim (Rabbi Yechezkel Weinfeld), 
p. 8.

2 Karov Eilecha, Pesach 5774.

3 See Iyov 1.

4 In contrast to the other birkot hashachar, this 
bracha is formulated in the past tense.

Rabbi Reuven Taragin is Educational Director 
of Mizrachi and Dean of the Yeshivat HaKotel 
Overseas Program.

Sukkot in the Covid Era
Rabbi Reuven Taragin

Our ancestors spent forty years in 
the hot and dangerous desert, far 
from civilization. But instead of 

bemoaning the difficult lot of our 
forefathers, we thank Hashem and 

celebrate the sukkot he gave us.
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Walking in circles is a 
key theme during the 
festival of Sukkot. The 
Mishnah (Sukkah 4:5) 

describes the Second Temple practice 
of taking the arava branches and cir-
cling the mizbe’ach once every day of 
Sukkot and seven times on the sev-
enth day while reciting Hoshanot. We 
remember this practice by circling the 
bima with our arba’a minim every day of 
Sukkot and seven times on Hoshanah 
Rabbah, and also through the Simchat 
Torah custom to circle the bima while 
singing (Rema, OC 669:3). What is the 
significance of these circuits and why 
do they play a central role during 
Sukkot? 

Rabbi Acha (Yerushalmi, Sukkah 4) 
states that the circling of the altar on 
Sukkot commemorates the battle of 
Jericho, when the Jewish people cir-
cled the walls of Jericho for seven days 
after which the walls miraculously 
collapsed. But what is the connection 
between the circling of the walls of 
Jericho and Sukkot?

Rabbi Eleazar of Worms (Sefer 
HaRokeach, Laws of Sukkot, 221) 
teaches that Sukkot is the time when 
we pray for rain. Just as at Jericho, 
where the Jewish people circled the 
walls for seven days and seven times 
on the seventh day and the walls came 
tumbling down, so too we circle the 
bima for seven days with prayers and 
praises to Hashem for rain, and on the 
seventh day, we circle seven times, 
asking Hashem to bring rain. 

Rabbi Yakov Ettlinger (Aruch LaNer, 
Sukkah 45a) explains that the Jeri-
cho miracle was the first miracle our 
people experienced when entering 
the Land of Israel. Sukkot is Z’man 
Simchateinu (the time of our joy) when 
we recite the full Hallel, and so it is 
an appropriate time to commemorate 
the first miracle we experienced as a 
nation in the holy land. 

A third connection can be based on the 
commentaries of Rabbenu Bachya and 
Alei Tamar, who understand the story 
of Jericho as a story of atonement, 
where the Jews repented while having 
judgment fall upon our enemies. Sim-
ilarly, we take our arba’a minim and 
circle the bima as a petition to Hashem 
to cleanse us of sin and save us from 
our adversaries. 

Rabbi Dosa the Greek cites the custom 
of a groom to circle around his bride. 
The most common proof text cited for 
this custom is Yirmiyahu 31:21: “For 
Hashem has created a new thing in 
the earth, A woman shall compass a 
man.” In the context of the prophet’s 
allegory, the woman symbolizes the 
people of Israel, who will initiate the 
reconciliation with her beloved, the 
Almighty, by circling. These seven cir-
cuits also remind us of the seven cir-
cles around Jericho, breaking the walls 
between bride and groom, Am Yisrael 
and HaKadosh Baruch Hu. As there are 
numerous parallels between the sho-
far-blowing ceremony around Jericho 
and the revelation of Sinai, the seven 
circuits re-establish our covenant-
al-marriage ceremony every Sukkot! 

On Sukkot, we have an opportunity to 
break down walls – walls that separate 
us from Hashem, our spouses and com-
munity members. Jericho is described 
as completely enclosed, quarantined 
– “Jericho was shut up because of the 
children of Israel: None went out, and 
none came in.” We, unfortunately, can 
relate to Covid quarantines that have 

walled us in and away from others. 
Sukkot is a time to symbolically break 
down these walls as we circle the bima. 
These are circles of prayer for rain and 
prosperity, circles of praise for mira-
cles of salvation in the Land of Israel, 
circles of atonement, and circles of 
marriage – breaking down barriers 
and rebuilding a covenant of commit-
ment with our Beloved. 

Masechet Ta’anit concludes with a 
description of Tu B’Av and Yom Kippur, 
the happiest days of the year, when the 
daughters of Israel would circle-dance 
in anticipation of marriage. Ulla of 
Bira’a assures us that in the future 
Hashem will arrange a circle-dance 
for all the righteous “and He will be 
sitting among them in the Garden of 
Eden, and every one of the righteous 
will point to G-d with his finger, as it is 
stated: ‘And it shall be said on that day: 
Behold, this is our G-d, for Whom we 
waited, that He might save us. This is 
Hashem, for Whom we waited. We will 
be glad and rejoice in His salvation’” 
(Yeshayahu 25:9). Hashem will form 
a circle with equal proximity to the 
center for all the participants. Once 
we break down the walls through 
prayer on Sukkot, we anticipate the 
happiness of Simchat Torah which 
provides a glimpse of the future circle 
of solidarity, salvation and ultimate 
redemption!

Rabbanit Shani Taragin is Educational 
Director of Mizrachi and the Director of the 
Mizrachi Matan Lapidot Educators’ Program.

Hoshanot & Hakafot
Circles and Salvation on Sukkot

Rabbanit Shani Taragin

These seven circuits also remind 
us of the seven circles around 

Jericho, breaking the walls between 
bride and groom, Am Yisrael 
and HaKadosh Baruch Hu.
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Rabbi Yosef Zvi Rimon

Operating the Kitchen During

Some people are afraid of Shem-
itta sanctity in the kitchen. But 
we must remember that it is a 
great privilege to eat Shemitta 

produce after thousands of years of 
exile, when our ancestors could only 
dream of doing so. We will now learn 
the rules of dealing with Shemitta pro-
duce, and see that it is not complicated.

Shemitta sanctity this year applies to 
Otzar Beit Din produce (vegetables, from 
the beginning of the year; fruits, after 
a few months) and to produce from 
one’s private garden.

What must be done with 
trimming and leftovers?
The Gemara in Pesachim (52b) states: 
“The Torah said: ‘The Sabbath pro-
duce of the land shall be food for you’ 
(Vayikra 25:6) – for food, but not for 
destruction.”

We learn from here that one is permit-
ted to eat Shemitta produce but not to 
destroy or waste it. Therefore, Shem-
itta produce can not be thrown in the 
garbage. This teaches us an important 
lesson – we must only take what we 
are able and need to eat, not all that 
our eyes desire.

One should try to eat as much of the 
Shemitta produce as possible and thus 
minimize leftovers. What then should 
be done with the trimmings and left-
overs that remain? 

According to halachah, all the leftovers 
can be placed in a bag within a garbage 
can.

Another option for such leftovers 
is to set aside a special receptacle 
for produce with Shemitta sanctity, 
which should be marked “Shemitta 
sanctity.” Shemitta leftovers should 
be emptied into this receptacle and 
allowed to remain there until they rot. 
Once they are no longer fit for human 

consumption, they may be thrown 
into an ordinary garbage can. Before 
each meal, a paper towel or newspa-
per should be placed in the receptacle 
separating the old leftovers from the 
new leftovers. When desired, tie the 
bag and throw it in the trash.

Which leftovers need to be 
separated into a Shemitta 
receptacle or bagged?
Generally speaking, one can discard 
leftovers that are unfit to be eaten 
by throwing them into an ordinary 
garbage can. The prohibition against 
destroying Shemitta produce applies 
only to leftovers still fit for human or 
animal consumption.

Salad leftovers: You can take the 
whole salad and put it in a bag des-
ignated for Shemitta sanctity. There is 
no need to separate the Shemitta veg-
etables from the ordinary vegetables 
in the salad.

Peels: Non-edible peels, such as an 
empty banana peel, can be thrown 
in the trash. However, edible peels, 
such as peels of potatoes, carrots, 
apples or pits of fruit with edible fruit 
attached, should be placed in a Shem-
itta receptacle.

Soup and cholent leftovers: When 
it comes to vegetable soup, the liquid 
also acquires the Shemitta status 
(except for water in which potatoes 
were cooked, as the taste did not 
improve the water). Some people find 
it easier to leave the soup out of the 
fridge overnight, after which its taste 
is considered “damaged,” and thus, 
the soup can be thrown in the trash 
as usual. Nowadays, however, there 
is no need for this solution, as we can 
easily buy airtight plastic bags. The 
best thing is to put the liquid residue 
in an airtight bag and then put it in 
the regular trash can.

All the leftovers of a cholent that 
included Shemitta potatoes and the 
like are considered to have Shemitta 
status. Here, too, put all the bits in the 
bag and throw them in the trash. In 
these cases of soup, broth, etc., the bag 
can be thrown directly in the garbage 
because, in a few hours, these leftovers 
are spoiled anyway. In any case, do not 
mix liquid residue with dry residue, 
as the liquid residue will immediately 
destroy the dry residue.

Residue that is washed off in the 
sink: It is permissible to wash Shemitta 
residue that is stuck on a pot or plate 
as usual.

Using Shemitta produce unusually: 
In addition to preserving Shemitta 
leftovers, one may not divert Shemitta 
produce from its natural use. However, 
it is permissible to perform everyday 
and typical actions. Therefore, it is 
acceptable to cook, squeeze or crush 
any fruit or vegetable that most people 
usually cook, squeeze or crush. 

Recently, there has been a significant 
change. Since the previous Shemitta, 
making fruit and even vegetable 
‘smoothies’ has become commonplace. 
Seven years ago, if someone had asked 
me if they were allowed to put lettuce 
in a blender, I would have been sur-
prised. Today, however, “green drinks” 
are widespread in many 
places, so one is allowed to 
mash lettuce in a blender 
even when it is Shemitta pro-
duce and this is not considered 
a change from everyday use.

Summary
Operating a 
kitchen during 
Shemitta does 
not require much effort. 
There are a few basic prin-
ciples to keep in mind: 

A member of 
the Mizrachi 

Speakers Bureau

mizrachi.org/
speakers
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1. Try to eat as much of the fruit or 
vegetable as possible – and rejoice 
in the great merit to eat crops 
with Shemitta sanctity! 

2. Edible leftovers must be put in 
a bag before being placed in the 
garbage or in a separate Shemitta 
recepticle. 

3. Non-edible scraps (like orange 
peels) may be discarded, and 
small bits of residue on pots and 
plates which are usually washed 
off in the faucet may be washed 
as usual. 

4. When soup or broth is cooked 
with a Shemitta vegetable, the 
whole mixture (and the liquid) 
acquires Shemitta status. Try 
to finish the soup to the 
end and put what is left 
in a bag in the trash.

5. Do not cook or mash 
things that are not 
usually cooked or 
mashed, though 
it seems that 
today you can 
mash almost 
any fruit or veg-
etable because 
this is common 
in many places. 

6. Do not extinguish a havdalah 
candle by dipping it in Shemitta 
wine.

A person who uses Shemitta produce 
in the usual way and takes care to pre-
serve the remains correctly observes 
the law of maintaining Shemitta 
sanctity. Although this requires cau-
tion and awareness of the various 
solutions, the effort is worthwhile 
and not as difficult as it may seem. 
Enjoy one of the great miracles of our 
generation – that we can eat Shemitta 

produce, strengthen Israeli agriculture 
and fulfill the great and holy mitzvah 
of Shemitta!

Rabbi Yosef Zvi Rimon is Head of Mizrachi’s 
Educational Advisory Board and Rabbinic 
Council. He serves as the Rabbi of the Gush 
Etzion Regional Council.
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The Mishnah (Sukkah 4:9) 
records that the Sadducees 
did not observe the practice 
of nisuch hamayim (pouring 

of the water) in the Beit HaMikdash 
on Sukkot, for they believed only in 
the Written Torah and did not accept 
the traditions of the Oral Torah. On 
one occasion, a certain Sadduccee 
Kohen, refusing to perform the nisuch 
hamayim, poured the water on his 
feet instead of on the mizbe’ach. The 
enraged onlookers pelted him with 
etrogim, causing the mizbe’ach to 
become damaged and unfit for use.

The biblical source for nisuch hamayim 
is a matter of dispute among the Tan-
na’im (Ta’anit 2b–3a). One opinion 
holds that it is a Halachah LeMoshe MiSi-
nai, a tradition of the Oral Torah that 
has no source in the Written Torah. It 
cannot be derived through any of the 
exegetical principles through which 
the Torah is expounded. Other Tan-
na’im disagree and do find a source in 
the Written Torah for nisuch hamayim. 
Rebbi Yehudah ben Beteirah learns 
that the three letters, מ,  in ם and ,י 
the words, יֶהם ָטם and ,ּוְנָסֶכיָה ,ְוִנְסֵכּ ָפּ ִמְשׁ  ,ְכּ
respectively (Bamidbar 29:18, 31, 33), 
are extra and were added for exeget-
ical purposes. The resulting word, 
 .is an allusion to nisuch hamayim ,ַמִים
Rebbi Akiva’s source is the use of the 
plural term ּוְנָסֶכיָה, “and its libations,” 
a reference to a nisuch hamayim and a 
nisuch hayayin.

Maimonides interprets another Tan-
naitic dispute on the basis of this 
debate. The Gemara (Zevachim 110b) 
discusses which of the Beit HaMikdash 

services one would be punished for 
performing if he did so outside of the 
Beit HaMikdash. According to Rebbi 
Elazar, not only is one who slaughters 
or offers a sacrifice outside the Beit 
HaMikdash liable for karet, but also 
one who performs the nisuch hamayim 
outside during Sukkot. The Gemara 
states, “Rebbi Elazar said [this ruling] 
according to the opinion of Rebbi 
Akiva, his teacher, who said that nisuch 
hamayim is of biblical origin,” but the 
Gemara does not explain the interde-
pendence of these two teachings.

Maimonides explains that if we were 
to derive nisuch hamayim from the Oral 
Torah exposition of Rebbi Akiva, read-
ing in between the lines of the Written 
Torah, the punishment of karet would 
be appropriate if nisuch were to be per-
formed outside. Maimonides writes 
that since, instead, nisuch hamayim is 
a Halachah LeMoshe MiSinai, we do not 
accept the opinion of Rebbi Elazar, and 
one who performs the nisuch hamayim 
on Sukkot outside the Beit HaMikdash 
would not be liable.

The Rosh makes a similar comment 
regarding the Halachah LeMoshe MiSi-
nai of half-payment for damages due 
to pebbles sent flying in the normal 
course of an animal’s activity. Rava 
questions whether the damage caused 
by the force generated by the animal 
is generally treated as if it was caused 
directly by the body of the animal 
itself so that the owner should have 
been obligated in full damages, or if 
generally one’s force is not like his body 
and the owner should therefore have 
been totally exempt from payment 
for damages. Rava concludes that the 
former explanation is the correct one; 

one’s force is considered 
like his body. The 

Halachah LeMoshe MiSinai that the 
rabbis have received as part of the Oral 
tradition serves to reduce the owner’s 
liability to half-damages in this case. 

The Rosh explains that Rava realized 
that the nature of Halachah LeMoshe 
MiSinai is always to be lenient, to reduce 
one’s obligation. The Gemara (Sukkah 
6b) employs a similar logic in discuss-
ing how many walls are required in 
the construction of a sukkah – three 
full walls plus a tefach to serve as the 
fourth wall, or two full walls plus a 
tefach to serve as the third wall. The 
Rosh explains that the Halachah LeM-
oshe MiSinai always comes to detract 
from the requirement of one of the full 
walls. Thus, the discussion revolves 
around whether a sukkah starts with 
a four-wall or only a three-wall min-
imum; the final wall is then reduced 
by the Halachah LeMoshe MiSinai to mea-
sure only the size of a tefach.

The Kabbalists explain that the Oral 
Torah was given with the Middat 
HaChessed (Attribute of Mercy), and 
leans towards more lenient positions. 
In contrast, the Written Torah was 
etched in stone, given with the Middat 
HaDin (Attribute of Judgement). Thus, 
while the Written Torah demands “an 
eye for an eye,” the Oral Torah is more 
tolerant, requiring of the assailant 
only a monetary penalty.

 Adapted from Rav Schachter on the Parsha.

Rabbi Hershel Schachter is Rosh Yeshiva 
and Rosh Kollel at Rabbi Isaac Elchanan 
Theological Seminary of Yeshiva University.

Pouring the Water
Rabbi Hershel Schachter
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LETTERS
TO THE

EDITOR
Living with neighbors

DESPITE THE DISCONCERTING 
feeling that came over me as I read 
the interview with Zvi Yechezkeli 
(Arab Culture, HaMizrachi Tisha B’Av 
edition, Vol 4 No 4), I felt that a voice 
was finally given to an opinion that 
is rarely expressed in the public dis-
course and the media, even in the 
midst of riots, and that itself brought 
me some comfort.

During the disturbances, there was 
much media discourse discussing 
the continuation and preservation 
of “coexistence.” That this discussion 
arose at the same time that riot-
ers were attacking our brethren is 
unbelievable. 

Even now, a few months later, these 
discussions are difficult to stomach. 
The fact that a few months have 
passed does not dull our anger nor our 
concern for the peace of our friends 
and family. I’m not saying it should 
not be discussed, but it’s still difficult. 

In the interview, Yechezkeli argued 
that it is possible to live in coexistence 
with the Arabs as long as it is clear to 
everyone who is in control. But this, 
of course, is inconsistent with the will 
of those rioters. Therefore, I think the 
question needs to be readdressed: Is 
there a possibility of coexistence? 
What degree of coexistence are we 
interested in? Is it really possible to 
live with neighbors when there is 
always an underlying fear that every 
demonstration of weakness will lead 
to riots or even death?

M. Y. 
Alon Shevut

Sitting on the sidelines

I ENJOYED READING Rabbi David 
Fohrman’s article from the Tisha B’Av 
edition of HaMizrachi (Vol 4 No 4) enti-
tled “From Passive Observer to Active 
Participant,” and it made me reflect 
on the distinction between active and 
passive approaches to Israel in our 
own generation.

I once heard Rabbi Jeremy Gimpel 
quote Rabbi Yehuda HaKohen who 
explains that there is a difference 
between being “pro-Israel” and being 
a “Zionist.”

Football fans are dedicated to their 
football team; they go to every game 
and cheer for their favorite players. 
Ultimately, however, they are only 
observers sitting on the sidelines. On 
the other hand, a football player is 
someone whose every move affects 
the outcome of the game. Both the fan 
and the player want their team to win 

the game, but only the football player 
plays an active role in the victory.

Being “pro-Israel” means being a fan, 
a passive observer who wants to see 
Israel succeed but who is not actively 
involved in making that happen. The 
true Zionist, however, shares the 
same vision but also actively works to 
help Israel succeed. Zionists perceive 
themselves to be players in the game, 
active participants in the story of the 
Jewish people and their return to Eretz 
Yisrael.

There are many ways to be a Zionist. 
Naturally, some will be available to 
those living in Israel and others to 
those in Chutz LaAretz. But being an 
active player on Am Yisrael’s team is as 
important today as it was in the time 
of Jeremiah.

Adam Shasha 
Jerusalem

Send us your comments 
editor@mizrachi.org



“Hashem spoke to 
Moshe on Mount 
Sinai: Speak to the 
people of Israel and 

say to them: ‘When you enter the land 
that I assign to you, the land shall 
observe a sabbath of Hashem’” (Vay-
ikra 25:1–2).

Rashi famously asks Mah inyan Shem-
itta aytzel Har Sinai, “What special con-
nection does Shemitta have to Mount 
Sinai?” Rashi offers a perplexing 
answer: “Just as the laws of Shemitta 
were given at Mount Sinai, so too all 
of the mitzvot and their details were 
given at Sinai.” However, the question 
remains: Why was Shemitta chosen to 
teach this foundational principle of 
Jewish belief? Ostensibly, any mitzvah 
could have been selected to teach us 
that all of the mitzvot and their details 
were given to our people at Mount 
Sinai.

The Netivot Shalom explains: “The gen-
eral root of all the mitzvot is a matter 
of faith. Additionally, each mitzvah has 
something special and specific that no 
other mitzvah has… But the mitzvah of 
Shemitta, which demands the highest 
levels of faith, is special… This mitzvah 
requires a Jew to abandon his field – 
the source of his livelihood – for an 
entire year, even though he does not 
know where his food will come from. 
All this is only possible because of his 
faith in Hashem…”

Faith in G-d is the root of all the mitz-
vot. Although each mitzvah possesses 
unique meaning, Shemitta is the apex 
of faith. Its laws convey belief in G-d 
in the most significant way: the abil-
ity to trust in G-d and depend on Him 
entirely for our existence.

Generally, the Torah does not require 
us to refrain from working and to do 
what is necessary to not only survive 
but also thrive. On the contrary: We are 
required to make every effort toward 
our livelihood. Man was created “to 
work and preserve” the land. The 
Torah repeatedly emphasizes the need 
for physical labor to ensure the world’s 
continued existence. Even the laws of 
Shemitta begin with the need to work 
the land throughout the first six years: 
“Six years you may sow your field and 
six years you may prune your vineyard 
and gather in the yield” (Vayikra 25:3). 

Similarly, when describing Shabbat, 
the Torah first states: “Six days you 
shall labor and do all your work” 
(Shemot 20:9). The Rabbis explain that 
for six days each week we must work 
for our livelihood and the building up 
of the world, while on the seventh day 
we must rest and remember Hashem 
Who sustains us. Similarly, for six 
years we work the land and cultivate 
our bread, while in the seventh year 
we remember that the land belongs to 
G-d and trust in Him to give us what 
we need. “And should you ask, ‘What 
are we to eat in the seventh year, if 

we may neither sow nor gather in our 
crops?’ I will ordain My blessing for 
you in the sixth year so that it shall 
yield a crop sufficient for three years” 
(Vayikra 25:20–21).

While faith is critical to the Shemitta 
year, we do not rely on faith alone but 
instead prepare for Shemitta with six 
years of hard work and preparation. 
In general, G-d does not want us to 
abandon work and to regularly rely 
on miracles. Instead, we must balance 
human effort with trust in G-d.

At the same time, the faith that we 
strengthen during the Shemitta year 
is the proper basis for our hard work 
during the other six years. Those who 
allow the land to rest during Shemitta 
develop faith and confidence in G-d, 
knowing that the land and its fullness 
belong to our Father in Heaven.

Rabbanit Sharon Rimon teaches Tanach and 
is Content Editor for the HaTanakh website.

Shemitta at Har Sinai?
Rabbanit Sharon Rimon

While faith is critical to the 
Shemitta year, we do not rely on 
faith alone but instead prepare 
for Shemitta with six years of 

hard work and preparation.
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“The Torah comes alive 
when you move to Israel”
Serving for 33 years as Rabbi of Congregation Ahavath 
Torah in Englewood, New Jersey, Rabbi Shmuel Goldin 
grew the congregation from 350 families to nearly 800 
families, making Ahavath Torah one of the largest Ortho-
dox congregations in America. Throughout his rabbinic 
career, Rabbi Goldin served for decades as an instructor of 
Bible and Philosophy at Yeshiva University and occupied 
numerous national leadership positions, including two 
terms as president of the Rabbinical Council of America. 
After retiring in 2017, Rabbi Goldin and his wife Barbara 
moved to Israel to continue to teach, write, and volunteer. 
While visiting his family in the United States, we asked 
Rabbi Goldin to reflect upon his time in the rabbinate, the 
future of Religious Zionism in America and his new life in 
Israel.

Thank you for 
taking the time 
to talk together 
today! Let’s 
start by telling 
us about your 
childhood and 

how you ultimately came to be one 
of the leading pulpit rabbis in the 
United States.

My two grandfathers were significant 
influences in my life. My zaide Rabbi 
Hyman E. Goldin was an open-minded, 
renaissance Rabbi. Immigrating to 
America in 1900, he taught himself 
English, earned a law degree, opened 

a Jewish camp and a hotel in the 
Adirondack mountains, served as 

the principal of several Jewish 
schools, was a prison chap-

lain, and authored roughly 
fifty books, including his 
translation of the Kitzur 
Shulchan Aruch and the 
first Rabbi’s Handbook 
(Madrich). He also wrote 
The Case of the Nazarene 
Reopened, a treatise in 
trial form, putting the 
Jews on trial after cen-
turies of persecution 
(for which he studied 

the Gospels in-depth, revealing major 
inconsistencies), and the Dictionary of 
American Underworld Lingo (co-authored 
with three convicts). 

Rabbi Avraham “Alter” Poplack, my 
other grandfather, was much more rig-
idly Orthodox. Immigrating to Seattle 
in the 1920s, he became a significant 
figure in the Jewish community, serv-
ing as an educator for countless young 
men and women. He had been a room-
mate and close friend of Rabbi Yaakov 
Kamenetsky in the Slobodka Yeshiva 
and was instrumental in bringing 
Rabbi Yaakov and his family to Amer-
ica in 1937. When my zaide made Aliyah 
to Bnai Brak, I remember Rabbi Yaakov 
and his rebbetzin coming to see him 
off at the boat. When zaide Poplack 
visited us, he always tested me on 
Gemara, which I didn’t particularly 
like, though I liked it when he said he 
was proud of me.

My parents came from very different 
backgrounds and met at Blue Sky 
Lodge Hotel, my zaide Goldin’s hotel 
in the Adirondack Mountains. My 
mother, Pearl Poplack, was working as 
a nanny at the hotel when she met my 
father, Isaac Goldin. They fell in love, 
but my mother ended the relationship 
at summer’s end, as my father was not 

religiously observant at the time. My 
father, however, persisted and sought 
her out, promising to become fully 
observant, which he did. Rabbi Yaakov 
Kamenetsky married them a year 
later, under a tree in the Adirondacks.

We grew up in a home that success-
fully merged the different views of 
my grandfathers; our home was very 
open-minded but also very frum. I, and 
all of my siblings, are orthodox; though 
I consider myself a centrist, compared 
to my siblings, I’m a left-winger! 

The dual influences of my grand-
fathers shaped my approach to life 
and also to the rabbinate. I wanted to 
remain within the traditional world 
of halachah, but at the same time be 
open-minded and bring in as many 
people as I could. My kids have fol-
lowed suit, taking different paths 
within orthodoxy.

But the truth is, I never made a con-
scious decision to become a pulpit 
rabbi; I was also interested in pursu-
ing clinical psychology. I was studying 
at Yeshiva University and wanted to 
continue learning Torah, so I studied 
for semicha. After getting engaged to 
Barbara, I explored two jobs: teaching 
at Flatbush High School or moving to 
California to become Rabbi Maurice 
Lamm’s youth director at Congregation 
Beth Jacob. Rabbi Lamm was inter-
viewing people for the job at the Wal-
dorf Astoria Hotel. I said to Barbara: 
“We’re not moving to California, but 
I’ve never seen the inside of the Wal-
dorf Astoria!” On the day of the inter-
view, I was shopping for the engage-
ment ring with my sister. In the middle 
of Manhattan, my yarmulke blew away, 
and we couldn’t find it. I told my sister: 
“I’ll get a new yarmulke before the inter-
view, but do me a favor and buy me a 
hat so I can cover my head until then.” 
So she bought me a ridiculous brown 
corduroy hat that was two sizes too 
big, and we continued shopping for 
the ring. But as it turned out, we were 
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running late, and I didn’t have time to 
get a new yarmulke before my interview 
with Rabbi Lamm. Wearing that hat, I 
walked into the Waldorf and knocked 
on Rabbi Lamm’s door, and when he 
opened the door, I immediately blurted 
out: “Rabbi Lamm, I don’t always wear 
this hat!” Rabbi Lamm was a very 
proper man and gave me a look that 
seemed to say, “who is this guy they’re 
sending me now?” Halfway through 
the interview, he stopped and said to 
me: “Are you sure you don’t always wear 
that hat?” That’s how I ended up going 
to California for my first position as the 
“Assistant Rabbi in Charge of Youth.”

From Los Angeles, I moved to Poto-
mac, Maryland, where I was the Rabbi 
of Beth Shalom Congregation, which 
at that time was a branch of a shul in 
Washington, DC. After six years there, 
we wanted to return to the greater New 
York area, and I applied to several com-
munities in the northeast.

Englewood was at the top of our list, 
but I was only 31 years old (with an 
afro!) and was shocked that I was even 
offered an interview.

The placement department at Yeshiva 
University told me: “Shmuel, there is no 
way you’re going to get this job, but it 
will be a good experience for you to do 
the interview.” So I went to the inter-
view with nothing to lose, feeling very 
relaxed since I knew I had no shot at 
this job. I like being put on the spot, 
fielding complicated questions, and 
surprisingly, the interview went very 
well. About halfway through, I realized 
the committee was taking me seriously, 
and sure enough, they invited me back 
for a proba (Shabbat tryout).

For the Friday night of the proba, I 
was told to speak about something of 
Jewish interest – but not a d’var Torah. 
I went to the library and spent hours 
preparing a talk on “the state of the 
modern Orthodox community.” A few 
hours before Shabbat, as I practiced 
the speech in the room where we were 
staying in Englewood, my wife says, 
“Boring. This is so boring. You can’t 
give that talk!” So I didn’t. I furiously 
rewrote the speech and gave a different 
talk – and won the job!

Rabbi Goldin on arrival in 
Israel as a new oleh, with 
one of his grandchildren.
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Looking back on your forty years in 
the rabbinate, what are some of the 
vital life lessons you have learned? 
What advice would you offer young 
Jewish leaders in the Diaspora?

In Englewood, I was the Rabbi of a 
sophisticated community that was 
ready to hear and listen – but needed 
to be convinced. When I first arrived, 
people were very concerned that I 
was turning the community to the 
right. It was a classic Modern Ortho-
dox community that was afraid of 
anything they thought was new or 
“too religious.” The ongoing struggle 
for me was how to keep pushing the 
bar towards a deeper connection to 
Torah. I frequently asked myself, “how 
do I challenge people and make them 
think?”

Little by little, we developed a rela-
tionship of mutual respect. I learned 
an important rule: if a community 
believes that you are sincere and do 
your job well, they will respect you. 
Over the years, the community grew 
more seriously religious; more people 
came to minyan, learned Torah regu-
larly, and performed monumental acts 
of chesed. It means a lot to me.

I tell many younger rabbis not to 
underestimate the importance of the 
Rabbi’s pastoral role, for it impacts 
everything they hope to accomplish. 
The more time the congregation 
spends with you in preparation for 
their Bar Mitzvah, at the hospital or 
the funeral, the more they will respect 
you. And they will listen more closely 
and receptively when you speak from 
the pulpit. I found that as time went 
by and I became closer to the commu-
nity, I was able to speak about more 
complicated and sensitive issues from 
the pulpit. 

Although every pulpit rabbi shares 
a similar job description, what made 
your experience as Rabbi at Ahavath 
Torah unique? 

Among many other characteristics, 
the community really stands out in 
its commitment to Israel. During the 
First Intifada in the late 1980s, I gave 
a sermon on the verse in Parashat Lech 
Lecha, when G-d says to Abraham, קּום 
ָאֶרץ ָבּ ְך   Arise, walk through the“ ,ִהְתַהֵלּ

land, through the length and breadth 
of it; for to you will I give it.” I said 
that for the Land of Israel to be ours, 
we must be able to walk safely in the 
land, something which Israelis could 
not take for granted during that diffi-
cult time. That was all I said; I never 
dreamed of taking it any further. But 
at the kiddush, a few members came up 
to me and said, “Rabbi, let’s go!” 

That was our first mission to Israel, 
which led to a whole series of trips that 
we called “ָאֶרץ ָבּ ְך  ִהְתַהֵלּ  .missions ”קּום 
During every war and intifada that fol-
lowed, we were one of the first Ameri-
can groups on the ground. I don’t know 
statistics, but I wouldn’t be surprised 
if we sent the most missions to Israel 

of any community in America, which 
is an excellent tribute to the people of 
this community.

During the Second Intifada, as many of 
us organized rallies for Israel, a couple 
of congregants and I came up with a 
“crazy idea.” Wouldn’t it be fantastic, 
we thought, to do a rally for Israel in 
Israel itself? And so we raised money 
and offered people across America a 
heavily subsidized trip to Israel – $500 
for three days. The first time we had 
close to 500 people sign up from all 
over the country – from Iowa and 
Idaho! We even had a few Christians 
join the trips; we had no idea who was 
joining. On the second trip, over 600 
people participated. On each of these 

“I learned an 
important rule: if a 

community believes 
that you are sincere 
and do your job well, 

they will respect you”

Rabbi Shmuel and Barbara 
Goldin are honored for their 
34 years at Ahavath Torah.

    |  21



trips, we organized a rally for Israel in 
the Old City of Jerusalem. They were 
truly exceptional events. I still meet 
people who tell me it was their first 
time in Israel and how it changed their 
lives.

Throughout your career in America, 
you’ve both witnessed and played an 
important role in the development of 
Orthodox Judaism in America. What 
are your thoughts on the future of 
the Religious Zionist–Modern Ortho-
dox community in the United States?

The Religious Zionist community in 
the Diaspora faces a serious challenge. 
How do you continue to identify as a 
Religious Zionist when you are living 
in a Diaspora of choice, and all of us 
have the opportunity to live in Israel? 
It’s much easier to call myself a Reli-
gious Zionist when I’m not allowed 
to enter Israel. This may be why the 
yeshiva community usually shrugs its 
shoulders at Zionism. If they focus too 
much on the importance of Israel, it 
becomes much more difficult to justify 
living in Lakewood, so they choose to 
focus their attention elsewhere. But 
in our Religious Zionist communities, 
where we constantly stress the impor-
tance of Israel and Zionism, we can’t 
avoid this issue. 

How should we grapple with this 
tension? On the one hand, we must 

acknowledge that Aliyah is not easy 
and that there are reasons, some valid 
and some not, for not living in Israel. 
But on the other hand, a Religious 
Zionist community in the Diaspora 
must not ignore the tension between 
its beliefs and reality; it should remain 
uncomfortable to willingly choose 
to remain in exile. We should all say: 
“there are reasons for me to be here 
in exile, but I recognize that Israel is 
my real home.” We have to be able to 
create communities that live with that 
tension. People have to be able to live 

with that. The moment that tension 
is lost, G-d forbid, we lose the battle.

Diaspora Religious Zionists must also 
appreciate that they live in a vastly 
different world from Israeli Religious 
Zionists. All too often, we treat Israel 
like Disneyland. We go on the Kotel 
ride, the Masada ride, eat some sha-
warma, buy some presents at the gift 
shop and go home to America. But 
while American Jews talk about the 
colleges their kids are going to, Israeli 
parents talk about which units in the 

“How do you 
continue to identify 

as a Religious Zionist 
when you are living 

in a Diaspora of 
choice, and all of us 

have the opportunity 
to live in Israel?”

With Pope Francis, who is looking at 
one of Rabbi Goldin’s books.
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army their kids are going to. I once told 
the shul that they must understand 
that a secular mother in Haifa who 
sends her son to the army has more 
of a right to determine the borders 
of Israel than we do! Recognizing the 
parameters of partnership with Israel 
is another Diaspora challenge.

Why did you choose to make Aliyah 
when you did?

Barbara has always yearned to make 
Aliyah more than I did. Before my last 
contract, we made a deal and agreed 
that when the contract was completed 
and I was 65 years old, we would make 
Aliyah.

Truthfully, as we got closer to the end 
of the contract, I felt I wasn’t yet ready 
to retire. I was at the top of my game, 
the Shul was growing and strong, and 
I didn’t want to give it up. But my wife 
and children said to me, “leave while 
most of the people still want you to 
stay!”

They were very wise; I left at the right 
point, and I came to Israel at a stage 
where I could still contribute.

My good friend Rabbi Lenny Matanky 
said this interview should be called: 
“How I Went on Aliyah Because My Wife 
Made Me Go!” 

The Rabbinate is an all-encompass-
ing job; there is little separation 
between your personal life and your 
profession. What have you missed 
since your retirement? What have 
you enjoyed most about your new-
found freedom?

I miss being in the mix and making a 
difference. We were an important part 
of people’s lives; we grew up together 
as families. But once I left, I was gone; 
I’m not the go-to guy anymore. That 
is something I miss. I also miss the 
communal involvement, the national 
involvement. But I have also found 
that there are other ways to make a 
mark. I am fortunate to have many 
opportunities to continue teaching 
and speaking in Israel, and I welcome 
the opportunity to continue to write.

You have long been a careful stu-
dent of the Chumash, as readers of 
“Unlocking the Torah Text,” your 
study of the weekly parasha, have 
seen firsthand. Has your Aliyah 
experience, and now living in the 
Land of Israel, shed any light on your 
understanding of the Torah?

The Torah comes alive when you move 
to Israel. One of the key things I often 
think about is yerusha, heritage. One of 
the reasons G-d begins the Torah, and 
Jewish history itself, with the era of 
the forefathers and foremothers, and 
not with the national era, is to create 
the concept of legacy. When you enter 
the Land of Israel, you aren’t entering 
a foreign land, but rather a land prom-
ised to someone before you. When Klal 
Yisrael left the desert and entered the 
Land of Israel for the first time, they 
were receiving a legacy from their 
forefathers. And so the land was much 

more precious to them, like a treasured 
heirloom received from a beloved rel-
ative. Wherever you go in the Land of 
Israel, whatever site you visit, you feel 
that sense of legacy, that this is a land 
that was promised to your forefathers, 
a land that is deeply yours.

But it also flows the other way. In 
Parashat Pinchas, the equation used 
to divide the land is very complex, 
factoring in not only the people who 
entered the land but also those who 
left Egypt many years earlier. When 
you go into the land, you’re not just 
going in; you’re carrying those who 
came before you on your shoulders. 
In Israel, you recognize that you’re not 
just there for yourself.

The efforts you make to be there are 
not just for you but for the millions of 
Jews throughout the ages that you are 
carrying with you. n

Rabbi Shmuel and Barbara Goldin being greeted by family at Ben Gurion airport having made Aliyah.
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Sukkot represents more clearly 
than any other festival the 
dualities of Judaism. The four 
species (lulav, etrog, hadassim 

and aravot) are a symbol of the land 
of Israel, while the sukkah reminds us 
of exile. The four species are a ritual 
of rain, while eating in the sukkah 
depends on the absence of rain. 
Above all, though, there is the tension 
between the universality of nature and 
the particularity of history. There is 
an aspect of Sukkot – rainfall, harvest, 
climate – to which everyone can relate, 
but there is another – the long journey 
through the wilderness – that speaks 
to the unique experience of the Jewish 
people. 

This tension between the universal 
and the particular is unique to Juda-
ism. The G-d of Israel is the G-d of all 
humanity, but the religion of Israel is 
not the religion of all humanity. It is 
conspicuous that while the other two 
Abrahamic monotheisms, Christianity 
and Islam, borrowed much from Juda-
ism, they did not borrow this. They 
became universalist faiths, believing 

that everyone ought to embrace the 
one true religion, their own, and that 
those who do not are denied the bless-
ings of eternity. 

Judaism disagrees. For this it was 
derided for many centuries, and to 
some degree it still is today. Why, if it 
represents religious truth, is it not to 
be shared with everyone? If there is 
only one G-d, why is there not only one 
way to salvation? There is no doubt 
that if Judaism had become an evange-
lising, conversion-driven religion – as 
it would have had to, had it believed in 
universalism – there would be many 
more Jews than there are today. A 
recent study (the Pew Report, under-
taken in 2015) found that there are an 
estimated 2.3 billion Christians, 1.8 
billion Muslims and only 14 million 
Jews. The disparity is vast. 

Judaism is the road less travelled, 
because it represents a complex truth 
that could not be expressed in any 
other way. The Torah tells a simple 
story. G-d gave humans the gift of 
freedom, which they then used not to 
enhance creation but to endanger it. 

Adam and Chavah broke the first pro-
hibition. Kayin, the first human child, 
became the first murderer. Within a 
remarkably short space of time, all 
flesh had corrupted its way on earth, 
the world was filled with violence, and 
only one man, Noach, found favour in 
G-d’s eyes. After the Flood, G-d made 
a covenant with Noach, and through 
him with all humanity, but after the 
hubris of the builders of the Tower of 
Bavel, G-d chose another way. Having 
established a basic threshold in the 
form of the Noachide Laws, He then 
chose one man, one family, and even-
tually one nation, to become a living 
example of what it is to exist closely 
and continuously in the presence of 
G-d. There are, in the affairs of human-
kind, universal laws and specific exam-
ples. The Noachide covenant consti-
tutes the universal laws. The way of 
life of Avraham and his descendants 
is the example. 

What this means in Judaism is that 
the righteous of all the nations have a 
share in the World to Come (Sanhedrin 
105a). In contemporary terms it means 

Quiet
         Time

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks זצ״ל
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that our common humanity precedes 
our religious differences. It also means 
that by creating all humans in His 
image, G-d set us the challenge of 
seeing His image in one who is not 
in our image: whose colour, culture, 
class and creed are different from our 
own. The ultimate spiritual challenge 
is to see the trace of G-d in the face of 
a stranger. 

Zechariah, in the vision we read as the 
Haftarah for the first day of Sukkot, 
puts this precisely. He says that in 
the End of Days, “Hashem shall be 
King over all the earth; on that day 
Hashem shall be One and His name 
One” (Zechariah 14:9), meaning that 
all the nations will recognise the 
sovereignty of a single transcendent 
G-d. Yet at the same time, Zechariah 
envisages the nations participating 
only in Sukkot, the most universal of 
the festivals, and the one in which they 
have the greatest interest since they all 
need rain. He does not envisage them 
becoming Jews, accepting the “yoke 
of the commands”, all 613 of them. He 
does not speak of their conversion. The 

practical outcome of this dual theol-
ogy – the universality of G-d and the 
particularity of Torah – is that we are 
commanded to be true to our faith, 
and a blessing to others, regardless of 
their faith. That is the Jewish way.

Shemini Atzeret reminds us of the 
intimacy Jews have always felt in the 
presence of G-d. The cathedrals of 
Europe convey a sense of the vastness 
of G-d and the smallness of human-
kind. The small shuls of Tzfat, where 
the Arizal and Rabbi Yosef Caro prayed, 
convey a sense of the closeness of G-d 
and the greatness of humankind. Jews, 
except when they sought to imitate 
other nations, did not build cathedrals. 
Even the Beit HaMikdash reached its 
greatest architectural grandeur under 
Herod, a man better known for his 
political ruthlessness than his spiri-
tual sensibilities. 

When all the universality of Judaism 
has been expressed, there remains 
something that cannot be univer-
salised: that sense of intimacy with 
and closeness to G-d that we feel on 
Shemini Atzeret, when all the other 

guests have left. Shemini Atzeret is 
chamber music, not a symphony. It 
is a quiet time with G-d. We are reluc-
tant to leave, and we dare to think that 
He is reluctant to see us go. Justice is 
universal, love is particular. There are 
some things we share because we are 
human. But there are other things, 
constitutive of our identity, that are 
uniquely ours – most importantly 
our relationships to those who form 
our family. On Sukkot we are among 
strangers and friends. On Shemini 
Atzeret we are with family.

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks was the Chief 
Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations 
of the Commonwealth from 1991 until his 
retirement in 2013. He spent decades bring-
ing spiritual insight to the public conversa-
tion through mass media, popular lectures, 
and more than 30 books. Rabbi Sacks passed 
away in 2020, leaving behind a legacy as one 
of the greatest Jewish thinkers of our gen-
eration, one who bridged the religious and 
secular world through his remarkable and 
ground-breaking canon of work.
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WITH Gilda Posner

Having grown up with the unpredictable and usually 
frigid October weather of Toronto, Canada, Sukkot 
was quite memorable. We wore down coats, hats 
(also known as toques) and cut-off gloves during 

every meal in the sukkah. 

Now that we live in Israel, we sit in the sukkah with fans 
and strong air conditioning units to accommodate the hot 
temperature. 

In both environments, hot and cold, it was always important 
to me to create a warm, fun and inviting look and design in 
the sukkah for my family to enjoy.

Here are some designs that I have used for my family’s 
sukkah and other events through my business which can 
help enhance your sukkah experience:

One
Greenery runner with candles and flowers (optional) in dif-
ferent size glass vases so that the wind does not blow out 
the flame. 

Photo and Design: Studio YAYA – Yarok Yarok Events Design

Two
Flower runner where flowers can be placed in vases with 
various heights and sizes to give a dynamic look. You can 
also boost them with wood logs to provide the perfect touch 
for this holiday. 

Photo: Gilda Posner     Design: Shira Abelow

Three
Color blocking flowers in identical size vases with different 
types of flowers to give a clean symmetrical look.

Photo: Gilda Posner    Design: Happiness Through Flowers

SUKKAH
MAKEOVER

8 WAYS TO UPGRADE YOUR SUKKAH
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Four
Hanging glass balls with 
multicolored fresh flowers 
are always fun as every-
one likes to shout out 
their favorite flower.

Photo: Gilad Kingsley Photography
Design: Happiness through Flowers 

Five
Kids are always huge fans of balloons, but on Sukkot, it’s 
all about the fruit balloons. If you can find a great balloon 
twister/designer in your area, perhaps you can get them to 
make you a whole fruit salad to string up!      

Photo: Ruti Grodzinsky    Design: Designed by Ruti

Six
Photos of the family, past and present, bring in history and 
a personal edge that can be educational and informative.   

Photo: KRifkind Photography    Design: Gilda Posner

Seven
Children can color on printed out pages of Mandala place-
mats. Once completed, these pages can be laminated for 
future use, or the kids can make them all over again next 
year! Illustrated above is just an example of how a placemat 
can provide a pop of color on a table. 

Photo: KRifkind Photography
Design: Natalie Friedman-Weinberg 

Eight
Simply tie a ribbon around 
each napkin, or for a more 
upgraded look, tie a string 
and slide in a sprig of 
rosemary or eucalyptus 
and attach a placecard 
to seat everyone happily 
and comfortably.

Photo: Yonit Schiller Photography    Design: Gilda Posner

From our family to yours wishing you a Shana Tova and a 
beautiful Sukkot holiday. 

Gilda Posner was born and raised in Toronto, and completed a Master’s 
degree in social work at Wurzweiler School of Social Work in New York. 
In 2013, Gilda and her family made Aliyah and moved to Modi’in, where 
she established Epic Events Israel, planning events for all occasions. 
Epic Events Israel is on Facebook (facebook.com/epiceventsisrael) and 
Instagram (@epiceventsisrael).
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“Ushpizin,” Aramaic for “guests,” refers to the seven holy “guests” 
who visit our sukkot over the seven days of the chag. Avraham, 
Yitzchak, Yaakov, Moshe, Aharon, Yosef and David are the spiritual 
“founding fathers” of the Jewish people, each of whom served G-d 
in their own unique way. Avraham served the Almighty through 
chessed, with love and kindness, while Yitzchak served G-d with 
gevurah, the path of self-restraint; and so on.

Although we turn to these extraordinary 
“guests” for inspiration all year long, 
we view them through a unique lens 
during Sukkot, the chag of Jewish unity. 
On Sukkot, we yearn for all of Israel to 
dwell together in one sukkah; and on 
Sukkot, we bind all four kinds of Jews 
together as one. 

Like the Jewish people of our own time, 
the seven Ushpizin were radically dif-
ferent in background, temperament 
and disposition. Yet each of these holy 
people became a critical foundational 
pillar of Am Yisrael, without whom we 
would not have become the holy nation 
we are today. Each of the Ushpizin 
were exceptional individuals, but only 
together are they complete.

The seven essays in this Ushpizin series 
were written by seven unique individ-
uals serving the Jewish community all 
over the world. Men and women, Ash-
kenazi and Sephardi, young and ‘expe-
rienced’; like the Ushpizin themselves, 
they bring a diverse array of perspective 
and insight. Unified by their dedication 
to the people, Torah and Land of Israel, 
together they represent the incredible 
breadth of the worldwide Mizrachi 
movement. 

As we sit together with friends and 
family in the sukkah, we remember that 
though we may differ from one another 
in background, personality traits and 
opinion, we are nevertheless united as 
one nation in service of Hashem. Chag 
Sameach!

28  |  



Eyes are the windows to the 
soul. “G-d appeared to Avra-
ham Avinu… he lifted his eyes 
and saw, and behold, three 

men were standing beside him, and 
he saw and he ran toward them… he 
prostrated himself to the ground and 
said: ‘Adonai, My masters, if only I have 
found favor in your eyes, please do not 
pass on from beside your servant’” 
(Bereishit 18:1–3).

After having circumcised himself as 
a man of 100 years old, on the third 
and most painful day post-op, Avra-
ham Avinu had every reason to be 
resting and recuperating. Yet in his 
yearning for the opportunity to serve 
others, he waited outside his tent at 
the crossroads scanning the horizon 
for potential guests to whom he could 
offer respite, food and drink.

Avraham calls the travelers by an 
honorific, “Adonai.” Rashi, at first, 
gives us the simple interpretation: 
Avraham was showing the travelers 
deep respect. However, Rashi’s second 
interpretation is that the appellation 
is the Holy Name of Hashem! In the 
midst of prayer, deep in d’veykut, Avra-
ham did not interrupt his davening. 
Noticing and calling out to the needy 
travelers was a natural expression of 
his connectedness to Hashem – and he 
called G-d’s name through them.

When Avraham “lifted his eyes” and 
noticed them approaching, he saw 
beyond their exterior, beneath the 
dust of the road and that of their idol-
atrous ways and recognized the Divine 
image within his guests. Avraham was 
not interrupting his Avodat Hashem in 
running to serve them – he was con-
tinuing it and expanding it. Directing 
his efforts and attention to the needs 

of others in such a moment, Avraham 
Avinu proved he was ready to transmit 
the values of chesed and generosity to 
his descendants. 

Orphaned from his parents as a young 
child, the Baal Shem Tov was drawn 
to the outdoors, where alone with 
Hashem, he found comfort and peace 
in the forest. 

Once, little Yisrael ran away to the 
woods because he could not bear the 
cheder anymore. The dingy hovel was 
filthy, and the moody melamed was 
always screaming. The children were 
always fighting. His father, Rebbe 
Eliezer’s parting words to “love every 
Jew with all your heart and soul, no 
matter who he is,” rang in his ears. He 
desperately wanted to love everyone 
but was struggling. When he came to 
the forest, Yisrael davened and cried 
for salvation. A little boy, alone in the 
world...

An elderly man suddenly appeared 
and called the child by name. “Yis-
rael,” he said, “I have come to give 
you a blessing.” “What do you mean?” 
asked the startled Yisrael, “Who are 
you?” The old man only said, “May you 
have einayim lirot, eyes to see.” Yisrael 
wanted to find out who he was and 
what he meant, but the elderly Yid had 
disappeared.

Later that day, Yisrael made his way 
back to cheder. He was greeted by his 
teacher’s shouts, livid that Yisrael 
had cut school. Now, however, things 
looked different: The teacher was still 
screaming, but Yisrael looked at him 
with rachmanut – mercy – seeing an 
older man with unfulfilled dreams, 
suffering from poverty. He saw a Yid 
who had good intentions and wanted 

to teach Torah – but had difficulty con-
trolling his temper. Looking around 
the decrepit cheder, he appreciated the 
sacrifice being made for Torah study. 
When the children fought, he saw their 
passion and energy, and he focused on 
their potential.

The tradition passed on among the 
Baal Shem Tov’s students is that Reb 
Yisrael’s mysterious encounter in the 
forest that day was with Avraham 
Avinu. From then on, he had einayim 
lirot, “eyes to see,” and that transfor-
mative experience led him to embark 
on his life’s mission to restore dignity, 
honor and self-respect to a forlorn 
nation. 

One need not stand outside a tent 
awaiting passers-by or experience a 
mystical revelation to attain “eyes to 
see.” When we look to the essence of 
another, sweep off the layer of dust 
and look past the outer facade to 
reveal beauty and G-dliness in every 
person we meet – we are seeing with 
soulful eyes and living the path of 
Avraham Avinu.

 Adapted from Rabbi Mischel’s new book, 
‘Baderech: Along the Path of Teshuvah’ 
(Mosaica Press, 2021).

Rabbi Judah Mischel and his wife, Ora, live 
in Ramat Beit Shemesh with their family. 
He is the Executive Director of Camp HASC, 
Mashpia of OU-NCSY, and founder of Tzama 
Nafshi, an organization dedicated to Jewish 
education.

a v r a h a m

Eyes to See
Rabbi Judah Mischel
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A member of 
the Mizrachi 
Speakers Bureau

mizrachi.org/
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Yitzchak’s name means “he 
who will laugh” and actu-
ally precedes his birth, 
deriving from the incred-

ulous laugh by both Avraham and 
Sarah upon hearing the news that they 
would bear a child in old age (Bereishit 
17:17 and 18:13). Yitzchak thus symbol-
izes hope and continuity even when 
all prospects seem bleak. His legacy 
inspires optimism beyond logic and 
trust in an occurrence so unlikely that 
the absurdity of it coming true makes 
it laughable.

Yitzchak’s name also foretells the 
story of Yitzchak and Rivka caught in 
a moment of playfulness (ְמַצֵחק) while 
Avimelech spies them out from his 
palace window (Bereishit 26:8). This 
rare moment of marital intimacy in 
the Torah follows the scene of Yitzchak 
praying alongside and on behalf of his 
barren wife, displaying his care and 
devotion to her. Yitzchak is unique 
among the patriarchs in that he mar-
ried only one woman, although that 
did not prevent rivalry between his 
twin sons.

His monogamous relationship with 
his wife parallels his absolute com-
mitment to the Land of Israel, which 
he never left even when there was a 
famine in Canaan. This contrasts with 
his father, Avraham who left to Egypt 
when famine struck and turned to an 
Egyptian woman, Hagar, to bear him a 
child when his wife, Sarah, was barren. 
Instead, Yitzchak remained uncompro-
mising in his loyalty to the promised 
land, his wife, and his family’s future 
even in the face of enormous doubt.

However, the uniqueness of his sin-
gle-minded commitment may be just 
one symptom of his generally passive 

nature. Unlike Avraham, who journeys 
to a new land, fights wars and argues 
with G-d’s justice, Yitzchak submis-
sively follows the way of his father 
and mimics his actions. Father and son 
both pass off their wives as their sis-
ters during their stay in Gerar (20:2 and 
26:7) and become wealthy while living 
there (20:14 and 26:14). Yitzchak re-digs 
the wells that Avraham had first dug 
but that the Philistines stopped up 
(26:18).

Even Yitzchak’s courtship highlights 
his absence. Yaakov and Moshe meet 
their brides at a well where they each 
save the maidens in distress. Com-
pare this with Yitzchak, whose father 
arranges for a servant to go seek a 
suitable bride. While Rivka heroically 
serves the thirsty servant and his 
camels at a well, Yitzchak remains at 
home, patiently awaiting the delega-
tion’s return.

Yitzchak’s passive role begins already 
as a child, when his father binds him 
to an altar as a sacrifice to G-d. Deserv-
edly, Avraham emerges in future lit-
urgy as the hero of the story for his 
willingness to sacrifice his son. Nev-
ertheless, Yitzchak’s innocent inquiry, 
“Where is the lamb for slaughter?” and 
his willingness to trust his father, “G-d 
will see to the lamb, my son” (Bereishit 
22:7–8), certainly becomes a paradigm 
of fortitude, bravery, and selfless 
devotion. Yitzchak was miraculously 
saved at the last moment with the 
knife about to slit his throat; future 
generations of martyrs and victims 
of pogroms who took strength from 
Yitzchak’s example would not be so 
lucky.

Nobody should mistake Yitzchak’s pas-
sivity as weakness. Quite the opposite. 

Anyone holding a plank position for 
two minutes would tell you they 
would much rather do jumping jacks. 
A successful movement cannot begin 
without a pioneering and charismatic 
visionary. But after that comes the real 
hard work of sustaining the momen-
tum, thwarting threats to continuity, 
and ensuring future growth. This was 
Yitzchak’s greatness.

Benjamin Franklin was one of the 
world’s greatest inventors, inventing 
swimming fins, bifocal glasses, the 
odometer and electricity. Interest-
ingly, most of Franklin’s innovations 
preceded the great inventor in some 
form. Franklin’s genius was in per-
fecting these earlier inventions and 
applying them to practical use. Some-
one before him had already held out a 
rod in a lightning storm. But Franklin 
was the first to direct electrical energy 
from clouds into a Leyden bottle, an 
early battery. In science, the person 
who repeats, verifies and perfects an 
experiment may be just as crucial as 
the first inventor of an idea. The same 
is true for the origins of a movement or 
nation. There can only be one founder, 
one Avraham. But all future genera-
tions who continue and build upon the 
chain of tradition before them will find 
a role model in Yitzchak.

Rabbi Dr. Richard Hidary is a professor of 
Judaic Studies at Yeshiva University and a 
rabbi at Sephardic Synagogue in Brooklyn. He 
is an author currently writing a commentary 
on Talmudic discussions of Jewish holidays, 
and he runs the websites teachtorah.org, 
pizmonim.org, and rabbinics.org.

y i t z c h a k

The Loyal and Joyful Optimist
Rabbi Dr. Richard Hidary
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“AAnd Yaakov journeyed to 
Sukkot and built himself 
a house, and for his live-
stock he made sukkot; 

he, therefore, called the name of the 
place Sukkot” (Bereishit 33:17).

The home is a powerful image for the 
personality of Yaakov. As the Gemara 
in Pesachim 88a points out, whereas 
Avraham and Yitzchak related to the 
Temple Mount as a “mountain” and 
“field,” respectively, for Yaakov, it was 
a home. “A home built from stones,” 
Dr. Yael Ziegler states sharply, point-
ing out how Yaakov seems to live 
a life “strewn with stones,” a life 
strewn with difficulty and hardship. 
But Yaakov’s gift is that he takes those 
moments of hardship and transforms 
them into a “home” – a stable, inner 
world of morality and ethics whose 
building blocks were hewn from the 
lessons he learned.

Yaakov, however, also understands the 
danger of permanence, the illusion of 
stability.

His was a life of uncertainty and was 
subject to the brutality of sudden 
shifts in fortune. “And Yaakov 
answered Pharaoh, ‘The years of my 
sojourn [on earth] are 130’” (Bereishit 
47:9). Yaakov knew he was simply a 
sojourner in this ever-changing world, 
never settled, never set. So he built a 
sukkah for his livestock, showing us the 
importance of embracing vulnerability 
and impermanence.

Rabbi Mordechai Yosef Leiner of Ish-
bitz in the Mei Hashiloach points out 
that Yaakov purposely built the sukkah 
after his encounter with and victory 
over Esav.

At his time of triumph, it was reason-
able for him to finally feel settled and 
stable in his own home, confident in 
himself and in his mission. And so it 
was precisely at this moment that he 
built a sukkah, to remember his com-
plete dependence on G-d and the con-
tinuing fragility of life.

A similar dynamic occurs within 
us every year, continues the Mei 
Hashiloach. Emerging from Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur, one might 
feel victorious and confident. Rather, 
one should feel victorious and secure, 
holding the four species aloft like a tri-
umphant warrior! But to temper any 
possibility of arrogance or pride and to 
ensure we understand how dependent 
we are upon Hashem’s kindness, we 
immediately step out of our homes and 
into the sukkah, embracing instability, 
with the knowledge that everything is 
in the Hands of G-d.

This movement between the home and 
the sukkah represents an essential ele-
ment of real spiritual growth.

We must build inner lives of stability 
founded upon truth and morality and 
lived experience.

We must become grounded like a rock, 
faithful, stable, dependable and deeply 
committed.

But on the other hand, Yaakov teaches 
us not to become too set in our ways, 
too stuck, too static.

We must step outside of our comfort 
zones and our homes from time to 
time, and realize that we know abso-
lutely nothing and that our lives and 
our very existence are still as myste-
rious as ever.

From time to time, we must embrace 
the knowledge that life is “hevel 
havalim,” a mere fleeting breath.

But herein lies the true gift of Yaakov. 
Though he was a man of two names 
and many modes of being, he could 
ultimately find harmony between 
them all. His Divine expression is that 
of tiferet, harmony, balance. His life tes-
tifies to the ability of a human being 
to live with contrast and conflicting 
modalities and maintain a sense of self 
throughout it all.

It is easy to live in one way or another 
– to live with stability and consistency, 
or to reject physicality altogether and 
embrace a life of transience. But to live 
simultaneously in both worlds, well, 
there’s the rub. The life of Yaakov and 
the festival of Sukkot teach us that it 
is not only possible, but it is the very 
purpose of our lives.

Rabbi Noam Sendor is a rabbi at Blake Street 
Hebrew Congregation and Leibler Yavneh 
College in Melbourne, Australia, as well as a 
father to four, husband to Sara, jazz musician 
and aspiring novelist.

ya a k o v

Two-Part Harmony
Rabbi Noam Sendor
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Though he was a man of two 
names and many modes of 

being, he could ultimately find 
harmony between them all.

    |  31



OurUshpizi

What will Moshe Rab-
beinu think when he 
walks into your sukkah 
this Chol Hamoed? 

Moshe, of course, is no stranger to time 
travel. While learning Torah with G-d 
on Mount Sinai, G-d catapulted Moshe 
forward in time to visit the Beit Mid-
rash of Rabbi Akiva. 

The Gemara (Menachot 29b) relates 
that while studying Torah on Mount 
Sinai, Moshe found G-d affixing crowns 
to the letters of the Torah.
When Moshe asked G-d about the pur-
pose of these crowns, G-d explained 
“because there will be a man in the 
future named Rebbe Akiva who 
will extrapolate heaps and heaps of 
halachot (laws) from each crown.” 
Moshe turned around to find that 
G-d had taken him more than 1,000 
years into the future, to Rabbi Akiva’s 
crowded Beit Midrash, where they 
were discussing this very issue.
As Moshe listened in from the back 
of the room, the Gemara describes 
that “he did not know what they 
were saying.” He was distressed until 
a student asked Rabbi Akiva where a 
particular halachah comes from. Rabbi 
Akiva answered, “that is a Halachah 
LeMoshe MiSinai (a law Moshe learned 
from Mount Sinai, but not written 
explicitly in the Torah).”
Hearing this, Moshe was comforted. 
Just as Moshe admitted to Hashem that 
he did not understand the analysis of 
the letters’ crowns, he did not under-
stand how Rebbe Akiva’s approach to 
Torah study derived from the Torah he 
had studied at Mount Sinai. But upon 
hearing the phrase Halachah LeMoshe 
MiSinai he understood that the Torah 
tradition he had received from G-d 

at Mount Sinai would continue to be 
passed down through all the genera-
tions of history, even if the discourse 
and style of study would change.
This story helps us answer our original 
question. How will Moshe react upon 
entering your 21st century sukkah? He 
might be wowed by the fairy lights and 
the modern bamboo mats, or take 
pride in the laminated school projects 
decorating the sukkah. But though your 
sukkah likely looks very different from 
the one that Moshe himself lived in in 
the desert, its fundamental halachic 
features would be the same. Many of 
these halachot of the sukkah fall in the 
category of Halachah LeMoshe MiSinai, 
just like the law taught in Rabbi Akiva’s 
Beit Midrash.
For example, we learn from Moshe 
the minimum number of walls and 
the smallest acceptable width and 
breadth of the sukkah. We understand 
the unique concept of lavud, that even 
if there are gaps in the wall, we con-
sider the wall to be unbroken. Millenia 
later, the external trappings of our 
sukkot may be different, but Moshe 
would likely be comforted in knowing 
the tradition from Sinai continued in 
the structure of the sukkah itself.
Why do we say that Moshe received 
the Torah from Sinai (miSinai) when he 
received it from G-d on Sinai? Perhaps 
the phrase should read Halachah LeM-
oshe MiHashem. What did Moshe learn 
from Mount Sinai itself? The Rabbis 
explain that Mount Sinai was the 
smallest mountain, and was chosen 
to receive the Torah precisely because 
it did not think itself worthy of being 
selected. Sinai was the humblest and 
lowest of mountains and embodies the 
teaching: “just as water leaves a high 

place and flows to a low place, so do 
words of Torah only remain with a 
humble person” (Megillah 7a). Moshe 
learned Torah on Mount Sinai, but he 
also learned Torah from Mount Sinai. 
Sinai taught Moshe the importance of 
humility in learning Torah, a lesson 
Moshe fully absorbed. The Torah 
calls Moshe, ל ָהָאָדם  more“ ,ָעָניו ְמֹאד ִמֹכּ
humble than any other person” (Bam-
idbar 12:3). He alone had the humility 
to accept every word of the Torah and 
pass it on faithfully.
The concept of Halachah LeMoshe MiSi-
nai requires the humility to accept a 
law when there is no logical or exeget-
ical reason for it. It is purely Hashem’s 
will, as transmitted through Moshe. 
Rabbi Akiva showed Moshe that 
he accepted not only the content of 
Moshe’s words but also the content of 
Moshe’s character. 
When Moshe walks into our sukkot, 
what will he think of us? We hope 
that our sukkot, a demonstration of our 
humble fidelity to the Halachot LeM-
oshe MiSinai, will bring Moshe the very 
same comfort and joy he experienced 
in Rabbi Akiva’s Beit Midrash!

Hannah and Yoni Abrams are Mizrachi 
UK Fellows, and wil be going to the UK on 
shlichut in 2023. They are both participants 
in Mizrachi’s Shalvehet leadership program. 
Yoni is studying for semicha at Yeshiva 
University in Israel, while Hannah is learning 
at Matan’s Advanced Halakhic Institute.

m o s h e

Moshe Rabbeinu, Time-Traveler
Hannah and Yoni Abrams
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One of my most cherished 
acts as a Jew is standing by 
the Aron HaKodesh in front 
of the Torah scrolls, with 

my tallit draped over half my body, 
repeating the ancient bracha of the 
Kohanim. With my eyes closed, hands 
outstretched, and my mind focused 
on the congregation standing in front 
of me, I consider their needs and how 
Hashem has endowed my tribe with 
the great privilege of channeling His 
blessings. What makes us Kohanim 
special is not what we, personally, 
have accomplished, but rather the 
extraordinary character and deeds 
of our ancestor Aharon, one of the 
seven Ushpizin with whom we share 
our sukkah.

Aharon was kadosh (holy), separated 
from the rest of the Jewish people 
because of his designation as a priest. 
There is a mitzvah to honor Kohanim 
(Vayikra 21:8), and Kohanim are sub-
ject to greater restrictions than the 
rest of the Jewish people, including 
restrictions on whom they can marry 
and what they can touch. Despite 
these regulations on their conduct, 
the unique status of the Kohanim can 
lead to jealousy, the most notable case 
being that of Korach, who rebelled 
against Aharon’s elevated position 
(Bamidbar 16). Nevertheless, the Torah 
tells us that all of Am Yisrael mourned 
for Aharon (Bamidbar 20:29). While 
many followers naturally resent those 
who lead them, the people of Israel 
deeply loved and honored Aharon. 
What made Aharon so special?

Rashi explains that all of Israel 
mourned for Aharon because he would 
make peace between husband and 
wife and bring Jews closer to Torah 

out of sincere love for and devotion 
to the people. The Rabbis are deeply 
moved by Aharon’s love for Am Yisrael, 
and encourage the entire nation to 
learn from his example, to not only 
love peace but to pursue it as well 
(Pirkei Avot 1:12). Kohanim, in partic-
ular, must follow Aharon’s example; 
the bracha recited by Kohanim before 
they duchen adjures them to bless the 
people “with love.”

Aharon was promoted to a position of 
authority, but he used that position to 
serve the people. His descendants step 
up to the platform not to raise them-
selves in haughtiness but to become 
conduits of Heavenly blessing from on 
high. And so Am Yisrael was grateful, 
not jealous, of Aharon because they 
knew he was using his power for their 
benefit.

The Gemara tells us in numerous 
places that Torah scholars are called 
“builders” because they bring peace to 
the world. Superficially, this seems like 
a misplaced compliment; every page of 
the Talmud is filled with arguments 
among Torah scholars! All Batei Midrash 
are full of Torah students arguing and 
shouting at each other! Is it really pos-
sible to say that Torah scholars bring 
peace to the world?

In truth, real peace, real shalom, is not 
accomplished when everyone agrees 
with each other. Real shalom requires 
shleimut, completeness; it is the har-
mony achieved when each person or 
creation fulfills its unique role. When 
Torah scholars argue in order to clar-
ify G-d’s will, their opposing opinions 
refine each other’s understanding. 
A husband and wife can mend their 
relationship by highlighting their deep 
love for each other while recognizing 

and embracing their differences. 
Aharon inspired peace by teaching 
Am Yisrael to respect and accept each 
others’ differences, for it is our differ-
ent strengths and abilities that enable 
the nation of Israel to be whole.

The Midrash (Vayikra Rabba 30:12) 
famously explains that each of the four 
species, the arba’a minim, represents a 
different type of Jew. On Sukkot, we 
bind them all together, reminding 
us of our shared identity despite our 
differences. The Talmud (Sukkah 27b) 
tells us that all of Israel should dwell 
in a single sukkah. Such a sukkah’s size 
is beyond comprehension, but can you 
imagine such diverse people all feeling 
at home under one roof? I believe that 
this would be the sukkah of Aharon 
HaKohen’s dreams. May we merit to 
sit there together with him!

Rabbi Shmuel Kagan is the Rabbi of Bnei 
Akiva South Africa, the Mashgiach Ruchani 
and manager of the Mizrachi University 
Kollel, and a Kodesh teacher at Yeshiva Col-
lege High School in Johannesburg. He will 
be making Aliyah with his family in January.

a h a r o n

Pursuing Peace
Rabbi Shmuel Kagan
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According to the Midrash, 
the sukkah represents the 
protection G-d provided the 
Jewish people in the desert 

in the form of miraculous pillars of 
clouds that surrounded the Israelite 
camp. At the same time, the people 
also required physical huts to protect 
their bodies from the extreme weather 
of the desert. 

During their forty years of wander-
ing, these safe barriers shielded them 
from the dangerous spiritual environ-
ment they encountered among the 
surrounding nations. This heavenly 
assistance gave the people strength to 
persevere and ascend to Eretz Yisrael. 
The Netziv writes that Bilaam’s 
description of Israel’s social isolation 
in the desert conforms with Yaakov’s 
desire that his offspring be separated 
from intellectual and social interac-
tion with alien cultures: “I see them 
atop rocky crags, and from cliffs I 
behold them; a nation that lives alone 
and is oblivious to the other nations” 
(Bamidbar 23:9).
Similarly, Yosef wisely kept the Jews 
apart from the Egyptians in Egypt. It 
was Yosef who suggested that they 
live in Goshen. He guided his broth-
ers on how to speak with Pharaoh to 
ensure the Egyptian king would grant 
them this land. He built a “sukkah” 
around them to protect them from 
the decadent Egyptian culture. More 
than anyone, Yosef fulfilled Yaakov’s 
wish that his family be separate from 
Egyptian society. At the same time, 
he taught his people that Egypt was 
merely a stop on the road back to 
Canaan, and promised them that G-d’s 
presence would protect them on their 
journey home. 

Unfortunately, after Yosef’s death, 
the people did not always follow his 
guidance. “And the children of Israel 
were fruitful, and increased abun-
dantly... and the land was filled with 
them.” (Shemot 1:7) According to the 
Netziv, these words imply that the 
Jewish people built homes all over the 
country, among the Egyptians. “The 
Children of Israel violated the dictum 
of Yaakov, who wanted them to be a 
nation apart from the Egyptians. That 
was part of their downfall in Egypt!” 
At the end of his life, Yaakov gathers his 
children, blesses them, and reminds 
them of his desire to be buried in the 
family’s ancestral cemetery in the Cave 
of Machpelah. This was after Yaakov 
had already made Yosef swear that he, 
Yosef, would make this happen and 
attend his father’s funeral in person.
Yosef learned an essential lesson 
from his father. Despite the affluence 
and comforts that he and his family 
enjoyed in Egypt, Egypt was not the 
ultimate destination. Eretz Yisrael was 
where they belonged! And so Yosef, at 
the end of his life, conveyed the same 
message to the Jewish people: “Yosef 
said to his brothers, ‘I am about to die. 
G-d will surely take notice of you and 
bring you up from this land to the land 
that He promised in an oath to Avra-
ham, to Yitzchak, and to Yaakov.’ So 
Yosef made the sons of Israel swear, 
saying, When G-d has taken notice of 
you, you shall carry up my bones from 
here” (Bereishit 50:24–25).
In both of these verses, Yosef uses the 
term “take notice” (ֹקד ִיְפֹקד -to indi (ּפָ
cate that Hashem will remember the 
Jewish people and take them out of 
Egypt. Indeed, G-d tells Moshe to use 
these very words when speaking to the 

people: “Go and assemble the elders 
of Israel and say to them: Hashem, 
the G-d of your fathers, the G-d of 
Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, has 
appeared to me and said, ‘I have taken 
note of you and of what is being done to 
you in Egypt’” (Shemot 3:16).
Ramban explains that Yosef gave his 
brothers this phrase to pass on to 
future generations, indicating that 
when the redeemer comes, he will use 
this phrase. 
Maimonides (Laws of Lulav 5:12) 
writes that while we are commanded 
to rejoice (ְמָחה  on all holidays, we (שִׂ
are commanded to experience “extra 
joy” (ְמָחה ְיֵתָרה  on Sukkot. This extra (שִׂ
joy is due, in large part, to Yosef’s con-
tributions, for he guaranteed our reli-
gious survival in exile and inspired our 
yearning and commitment to return to 
Israel. What a joy to welcome him as 
an honored guest in our sukkah!

Rabbi Heshie Billet is a past president of the 
Rabbinical Council of America, and served as 
rabbi of Young Israel of Woodmere before 
making Aliyah.

y o s e f
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Rabbi Heshie Billet
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ָּכל ָאָדם ְמֹגָרׁש ִמַּגן ֵעֶדן...
ְוַגם ֲאִני חֹוֵלם ְּכמֹו יֹוֵסף
ֵּכן ַּגם אֹוִתי ָזְרקּו ַלּבֹור...

ּוְכמֹו ָּדִוד ֲאִני עֹוֶׂשה ִמֶּזה ִמְזמֹור.

Every human is exiled from 
the Garden of Eden…

And I, too, dream like Yosef,
And I, too, was thrown into a pit…

And like David, I make 
a hymn out of it.

(Hanan Ben Ari, “Dream like Yosef”)

The popular musician Hanan 
Ben Ari’s new song highlights 
the human trials that our 
Biblical heroes faced and 

argues that we can channel their resil-
ience through our own challenges. Ben 
Ari brings David HaMelech to the con-
versation in a different way. He ends 
the refrain by reminding us that, like 
David HaMelech, we can make a hymn 
out of whatever troubles we experi-
ence. But unlike Yosef, after whom he 
names the song, he doesn’t list any of 
David’s trials; he only lists his reaction 
to those troubles. Why?

Although I don’t know what Ben Ari 
intended, as a student of David HaMel-
ech, this nuance made clear sense to 
me. Many of David’s “palace intrigue” 
experiences are disconnected from 
the average person’s mundane life. 
Though we might find some of his 
challenges ordinary and relatable, we 
do not share the royal tools that he 
had at his disposal to handle his foes. 
In contrast, we relate more easily to 
Yosef; we too can “dream big,” and we 
too face crushing defeat when thrown 
into a proverbial pit. 

But while our life experiences might 
not be similar to those of King David, 
we immediately recognize and relate 
to David’s emotions and reactions to 
his life experiences. We might even 
occasionally wish that the founder 
of our eternal, religiously guided and 
spiritually infused monarchy would 
have reacted in a more refined way. 
Our tradition struggles with his flaws, 
with many commentators throughout 
the ages finding justifications for his 
halachically questionable moments. 
In contrast, others accept him, failings 
and all, and celebrate his self-honesty 
and intense desire to return to G-d.

David HaMelech may be the most 
complex personality of the Tanach: 
King, Torah scholar, warrior, sage, 
poet, and partially failed family man. 
Even as he takes his final breaths in 
this world, David HaMelech oozes com-
plexity. He encourages his heir Shlomo 
to keep all the mitzvot truthfully and 
wholeheartedly so they will keep him 
wise; in turn, G-d will keep His word 
and continue their dynasty. But then, 
David turns political and sets Shlomo’s 
royal agenda: resolving unfinished 
business by punishing his father’s 
enemies. Yoav ben Tzruyah should be 
punished for his many errors, Barzilai 
HaGiladi should receive the kingdom’s 
grace for saving David when he fled 
from Avshalom, and Shim’i ben Gera 
should be punished, despite temporary 
pardon during David’s lifetime. With 
final words of revenge, the archetype 
of royalty passes from this world. As 
Malbim notes, halachically, G-d grants 
kings more latitude to ensure their 
sovereignty by punishing enemies in 
contexts that wouldn’t warrant reac-
tion in regular judicial situations. 
Nonetheless, we can read the text with 

honesty, and feel slight disappoint-
ment at David’s final recorded words 
in Tanach. An ending that highlights 
the king’s executive privilege demon-
strates how different he was from us 
in action but also reminds us of how 
emotionally and spiritually similar we 
are to his reactions.

For we, too, can choose to make a hymn 
out of any troubles that come our way. 
We can and must grow through our 
challenges. Poetry and song are unique 
tools to process our triumphs and fail-
ures and ensure that we learn from 
our experiences and grow stronger 
in our service of Hashem. Through 
Tehillim, David helps us increase our 
awareness of Hashem’s Presence in 
all of reality. He explores every aspect 
of human spirituality and discovers 
Hashem in every corner of the human 
experience. As Hanan Ben Ari closes 
his song, we each play “a new role in 
an ancient story.”

Atara Eis is Director of Nishmat’s Miriam 
Glaubach Center and the U.S. Yoatzot Hala-
cha Fellows Program.
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Rabbi Reuven
Boshnack
Who would I have in my sukkah? 

That’s a great question. I’d love to 
have the Neot Deshe, Rabbi Shmuel 
Dov Asher Leiner, the son of the Mei 
Hashiloach, with whom I spend 

hours each week while preparing, writing and 
teaching his Torah.

Or Rabbi Yeshaya Shapira, brother of the Aish 
Kodesh, who compiled Rav Kook’s teachings on 
the Land of Israel, blending my love of the Land 
of Israel with the world of chassidut.

Closer to home, I’d like to invite my grand-
parents, but especially Grandma Toby. Sukkot 
was her Yom Tov. She’d spend hours in the 
sukkah, just breathing its unique air, talking to 
Hashem, and inviting everyone, from friends and 
acquaintances to judges, teachers and police 
officers, into the sukkah.

Most of all, I’d also like to be there with my 
family. I’d like to be there, to be fully present in 
the sukkah, not thinking about anywhere else or 
anyone who isn’t there with me but to be there 
with the people who are there. To give atten-
tion and presence to the people who matter the 
most. ָּכל ָהֶאְזָרח ְּבִיְׂשָרֵאל ֵיְׁשבּו ַּבֻּסּכֹת, “all of Israel 
will dwell in the sukkah.” If I can be there in the 
sukkah, everyone will be there with me too!

Rabbi Reuven Boshnack is the co-director of 
OU-JLIC at Brooklyn College with his wife for the 
last 13 years. He received his semicha from RIETS, 
and holds a Masters in Education and a Masters 
in Mental Health Counseling. A talmid of Rabbi 
Moshe Weinberger, he has taught Chassidut, Jewish 
thought and Jewish Law for the last 20 years in 
Brooklyn and Boca Raton. Rabbi Boshnack has writ-
ten three books on Jewish thought, on the writings 
of the Sfat Emet, the Izhbitzer and the Maharal.

Orlee
Gutman
Devorah, the biblical judge and proph-

etess, had a unique ability to inspire 
people to help their peers and their 
country. She recognized that in order to 
ensure a safe and secure Israel, everyone 

had to share responsibility in both the spiritual 
and practical realms.

Recognizing that the generation lacked 
Torah knowledge and values, Devorah was 
instrumental in educating the masses and 
encouraging others to take part in this task. 
She also recognized that practical steps had to 
be taken to safeguard Israel’s security and was 
a motivating force behind military action and 
encouraging shvatim (tribes) to take responsi-
bility for Israel’s defense.

Devorah did all this while publicly acknowl-
edging Hashem’s hand in Israel’s success. 

I would love the opportunity to ask Devorah 
advice on her approach to inspiring a nation, 
creating a national kiddush Hashem, getting dif-
ferent groups to work together, and encouraging 
responsibility and creativity in individuals and 
as a whole.

Orlee Guttman is Director of Strategic Partnerships 
at The Jerusalem College of Technology (JCT)-Lev 
Academic Center, an engineering, business and 
health sciences college that offers men and women 
the opportunity to study Torah while pursuing 
high-level academic degrees, with nearly 5,000 
students coming from Orthodox and Haredi com-
munities from Israel and around the world. Orlee is 
a co-founder of the LevTech Entrepreneurship Center 
at JCT and directs JCT’s Cyber Elite Training Program 
for Outstanding Graduates of Computer Science 
and Software Engineering. Orlee made Aliyah from 
Montreal, Canada in 2015.

We asked five 
accomplished 
Jews from 
around the 
world to weigh 
in on which 
Jew throughout 
history they 
would most like 
to invite to their 
sukkah for a 
cup of coffee.

JEWS
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Rabbi Daniel
Alter
My interest in my family’s Galicianer 

roots has grown as I’ve gotten older, 
especially as my older children have 
begun to express interest in the 
intense spirituality of the chassidic 

world.
Dr. Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, in his famous 

work, Zachor, describes the importance of 
memory in the Torah. Memory, as distinct from 
history, incorporates practices that bring the 
past into the present. What better place to incor-
porate the various generations of my family than 
in my sukkah?

One of my visitors would be Reb Leibish 
Nussbaum, a Rosh Hakahal in Dzhikov in 1757, 
where the Nussbaum family lived for genera-
tions. Family legend tells the story of De goldene 
feyndl, a golden flag bestowed to the Nussbaum 
family by the feudal baroness after the Jews were 
saved from a blood libel and she recognized the 
injustice of her mistake. This came to an abrupt 
end with the Holocaust, closing a rich history in 
which Poland had been a Jewish sanctuary for 
almost a millennium.

 There are so many questions I would ask 
him. What is the background to this legendary 
story? What was Sukkot like in Dzhikov? What 
was religious life like? Were interactions with 
non-Jews in the area positive? Did our family 
have any unique customs? While I have read 
books about this time, hearing directly from an 
ancestor would bring that era to life and allow 
me to integrate my past into my present.

Rabbi Daniel Alter is the Head of School of the 
Moriah School in Englewood, New Jersey. He was 
formerly the founding Rabbi of the DAT Minyan 
in Denver, Colorado, and the Head of School of 
Denver Academy of Torah. He lives in Bergenfield, 
New Jersey with his wife and seven children.

Deborah
Isaac
Golda Meir, of course!

The holiday season is a time of 
reflection, when we consider how the 
year ahead might differ from the year 
behind us. For me, this year will surely 

be quite different from the last as I begin my 
first term as President of the American Zionist 
Movement. 

I am most grateful to be among those born 
after the establishment of the State of Israel. 
We owe a great debt to those who sacrificed so 
much so that we can have a country that will 
welcome and protect us – no matter where we 
reside or which citizenship we hold. Regardless 
of our political or religious views, we must be 
thankful for the State of Israel. 

Among those who made this possible is 
none other than the indefatigable Golda Meir, an 
American woman who made Aliyah as an adult 
and who became the first – and so far only – 
woman to hold the premiership in Israel. Though 
not a strictly observant Jew, she had a strong 
Jewish identity. She said that being Jewish “…is 
not only a matter, I believe, of religious obser-
vance and practice. To me, being Jewish means 
and has always meant being proud to be part of 
a people that has maintained its distinct identity 
for more than 2,000 years, with all the pain and 
torment that has been inflicted upon it.”

What would Golda say about the Israel of 
today? I would love to know!

Deborah Isaac was elected President of The Amer-
ican Zionist Movement on June 22, 2021. She has 
been a delegate of the Orthodox Israel Coalition 
slate to several World Zionist Congresses and is 
a member of the Presidium of the Vaad Hapoel/
Zionist General Council of the World Zionist Orga-
nization on behalf of Mizrachi. Deborah served as 
President of AMIT from 2011–2015.

Rabbi Shlomo
Katz
My natural reaction is to think of who 

was the sweetest and most inspir-
ing human being that could teach 
me everything I need to know about 
shalom and achdut. 

 Right away, Rav Kook comes to mind. How-
ever, if I sat down and I discussed this question 
with Rav Kook, I think he would tell me: “It’s not 
me that you need to invite into your sukkah. You 
need to invite someone you feel that in some 
very mysterious way Hashem has chosen to 
represent Am Yisrael.” 

 And so I would invite Prime Minister Naftali 
Bennett to my sukkah to sing together and to 
learn the Torah of Rav Kook about taking the 
arba’a minim and binding them together. I would 
ask the Prime Minister what it’s like to try to 
bring the Jewish people together. I would read 
the verse from Megillat Esther (4:14) over and 
over again: “And who knows if you have come to 
royalty precisely for this moment!” Who knows 
why people show up in moments of leadership...

 I would also ask Naftali Bennett to stay in 
the sukkah alone and do hitbodedut and cry his 
eyes out over Am Yisrael, because a leader who 
can’t cry for his people can’t lead them either. 
I believe that if someone would just show the 
Prime Minister a little bit of P’nimiyut HaTorah, 
a little bit of what is beneath the surface, a tre-
mendous opportunity for Am Yisrael could come 
in ways we could have never imagined.

Rabbi Shlomo Katz was born in New Jersey and 
grew up in Los Angeles and Ra’anana. He has 
released a number of albums and has been blessed 
to sing some of his melodies throughout the world. 
Rabbi Katz is the spiritual leader of Beit Knesset 
Shirat David in Efrat, where he gets to pray and 
learn with some of his best friends. He is also the 
founder of The Shlomo Katz Project.
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Background illustration of Rav Kook courtesy of gedolimcanvas.com

ַהְּמֻיָחִדים  ַּבָּיִמים  ְּבִעָּקָרּה  ַהּׁשֹוֶלֶטת  ַהְּכָלִלית  ָהרּוַח  ִעם  ֶׁשָּלּה,  ַהַּמֲעִׂשּיֹות  ַהֲהִליכֹות  ְוָכל  ַהְּתׁשּוָבה 
ַהַּמֲעִׂשים  ֶאת  ּוְלַטֵהר  ָהרּוַח  ֶאת  ְלַעֵּדן  ַהְּנָפׁשֹות,  ֶאת  ְלַזֵּכְך  ֶׁשָּלּה  ַהּתֹוֶעֶלת  ּגֶֹדל  ִעם  ִלְתׁשּוָבה 
ֶׁשַּבִּגּבֹוִרים.  ַהִּגּבֹור  ֲאִפּלּו  ִמֶּמָּנה  ִנְמַלט  ֶׁשּלֹא  ֻחְלָׁשה,  ֵאיזֹו  ִעָּמּה  סֹוֶפֶגת  ִלְהיֹות  ֻמְכַרַחת  ִהיא   ִמִּכעּוָרם, 

ְּכֶׁשְּמַקְּמִצים ֶאת הָרָצֹון, ְּכֶׁשּכֹוְפִפים ֶאת עֹז ַהַחִּיים ע"י ַהְּסִלידָה ַהְּפִניִמית, ְוַהְּנִטּיָה לָׁשּוב ִמּכָל ֵחְטא, ִמְתַקֵּמץ ג"כ 
ּכָזֹאת  ֻחְלׁשָה  ַהּמּוסִָרית  ִמּטֳָהרָתֹו  ִנְמצָא הָָאדָם סֹוֵבל  ִמְתַחֵּלׁש ַּגם הּוא.  ַהְּטהֹוִרים  ַהַחִּיים  ְועֹז  הָרָצֹון ֶׁשל ַהּטֹוב, 
ֶׁשּסֹוֵבל חֹוֶלה ֶׁשִהְתַרֵּפא ע"י ַהְזרָמָה ֵאֶלְקְטִרית ֲחזָקָה, ֶׁשָאְמנָם ֵּגְרׁשָה ֶאת הֶָאֶרס ֶׁשְּבַמֲחלָתֹו, ֲאבָל ֶהֱחִליׁשָה ֶאת ַהּכַֹח ַהַחי 
ְוַהּבִָריא ֶׁשּבֹו. ׁשִָבים, ע”כ, יִָמים ֶׁשל ִׂשְמַחת קֶֹדׁש, ֶׁשל ֲחדּות ַהֶּנֶפׁש, ְלקֹוֵמם ֶאת הָרָצֹון ַהּטֹוב ְועֹז ַהַחִּיים ַהּטָהֹור. 

ָאז ִּתְהֶיה ַהְּתׁשּובָה ְׁשֵלמָה.

Teshuvah, together with all of its practical applications, with the general spirit that 
prevails essentially on the days particularly suited for teshuvah with its great utility 
for purifying people, refining the spirit and purifying deeds of their ugliness, must nec-
essarily conceal some weakness within itself. That is something that not even the mightiest 
of the mighty can escape.

When we constrict our will, when we subjugate the vigor of life by an inner repulsion and an 
inclination to turn away from every sin, the intention for good is also constricted. And the 
might of a pure life is also weakened. And so a person’s moral purification causes him to 
suffer weakness analogous to that suffered by a sick person who has been healed by a robust 
electrical shock; which, although it has ejected the poison of his illness, has weakened his 
vital and healthy power. Therefore, there return days of holy joy, of the rejoicing of the 
spirit, to raise the goodwill and the pure might of life. Then teshuvah will be complete.

Avraham Yitzchak Hakohen Kook

R AV KO O K’S  T E AC H I N G S

With Rejoicing, Teshuvah Is Complete
In these paragraphs, from Orot HaTeshuva 9:10, Rav Kook discusses the spiritual and emotional experience 

of a Jew during the month of Tishrei. Despite its brevity, this passage contains several of Rav Kook’s 
foundational ideas regarding Teshuvah and the human soul. (Translation by Yaacov David Shulman.)

38  |  



The importance of Ratzon

A s a kabbalist, Rav Kook often 
underscored the impor-
tance of a human being’s 
ratzon (“will” or “desire”). 

When stripped down to its core, a per-
son’s essential ratzon is “a small spark 
of the great flame of… G-d’s will.” Just 
as G-d desires the betterment of the 
world and all its inhabitants, so, too, 
deep down, every person has an identi-
cal burning drive. Our most elemental 
desire is that each individual and the 
world collectively live the ideal life of 
perfection and connection to G-d (Orot 
HaKodesh 3, p. 39).

Due to our complex makeup, this 
primal passion is often concealed. 
Instead, we focus on more limited 
goals and desires. We crave fulfilling 
relationships, a good job, or success 
in specific projects. As Jews, however, 
our mission is to constantly analyse 
our drives and passions and work to 
connect each specific passion back to 
our core desire for spiritual perfection. 
Through a process of “moral toil,” we 
are called to elevate ourselves above 
the “vicious and narrow cycle of lim-
ited desires” and consciously realize 
how each of our passions is part of this 
“great tapestry” of the general pining 
for perfection (Orot HaKodesh 3, p. 40).

Ratzon and Teshuvah
Rav Kook highlighted several aspects 
of religious life that are ideal oppor-
tunities for cultivating and revealing 
this elemental ratzon (see, for example, 
Orot HaKodesh 3, 77). One such exam-
ple is the process of teshuvah. When 
a person thinks seriously about his 
current spiritual state or the state of 
his family, community, or the world as 
a whole, he will immediately realize 
the significant gap that exists between 
the present reality and the Torah’s 
vision of perfection. Contemplating 
this chasm will nourish one’s primal 

desire for perfection and closeness 
to G-d. Teshuvah then can help the 
inner ratzon grow from a small spark 
to a raging fire, from a subconscious 
drive to a conscious and omnipresent 
organizing principle in one’s life (Orot 
HaTeshuva 9:1–2).

A Unified Personality
Teshuvah, though, can also have a det-
rimental impact on a person’s ratzon. 
True High Holiday teshuvah requires 
one to amputate specific external 
drives that have become appended 
to the pure soul (Orot HaTeshuva 8:1). 
This severing of the less idealistic parts 
of our identity can negatively affect 
the one doing teshuvah. 

Rav Kook explains that a person – body 
and soul, mind and heart, yetzer hatov 
and yetzer hara – is a holistic entity. If, 
before engaging in teshuvah, a person 
was passionate for physical pleasure, 
the redirecting of these drives can 
potentially weaken a person’s general 
vitality and zest for life.

A diminishment of even negative 
desires can leave a person more blasé 
and less passionate than before, or in 
Rav Kook’s language, with a debilitated 
ratzon.

Rav Kook writes that the beginning of 
one’s growth in Yirat Shamayim is often 
accompanied by a wave of “passivity” 
as a person incorrectly associates 
religious life with “losing one’s essen-
tial ratzon” (Orot HaKodesh 3, pg. 28 
[introduction]).

The Simcha of Sukkot 
This is why the holiday season of 
Tishrei concludes with Sukkot. True 
teshuvah, as painful as it is, must con-
clude with a sense of joy and vitality. 
The painful contemplation of the gap 
between the real and the ideal does 
not end in despondency but in the 
joyful realization that we are blessed 
to live in G-d’s presence and have the 
wherewithal to constantly strengthen 
that connection (Orot HaTeshuva 16:3). 
Teshuvah broadens our field of vision, 
allowing us to see new spiritual oppor-
tunities on the horizon. This joyful 
excitement should be the dominant 
emotion that we gain through the 
months of Ellul and Tishrei. And so the 
apprehensive opening days of Tishrei 
cannot be complete without the joy 
of Sukkot. Through serving G-d with 
joy, we will reinvigorate our ratzon and 
passionately pursue an optimistic life 
of serving G-d.

“A tzaddik must believe in himself that 
he is fit to experience joy in the per-
formance of mitzvot, such a joy that 
the entire world is not worthy of it… 
And particularly in the times of joy… 
we banish from our hearts gloomy 
calculations that can cloud a person’s 
spiritual life. Rather, we are happy 
with G-d, in the sanctity of His light 
that is revealed in our souls… and we 
spiritually connect with [G-d’s light], 
with the vitality of His sanctity that 
gives life to all” (Shemoneh Kevatzim 
2:222).

Rabbi Dr. Yosef Bronstein is a faculty member 
of Michlelet Mevaseret Yerushalayim and 
Yeshiva University.

Living Passionately 
and Idealistically

Rabbi Dr. Yosef Bronstein

True High Holiday teshuvah 
requires one to amputate specific 
external drives that have become 

appended to the pure soul.
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The sukkah you see in this 
photo may be temporary, but 
the story behind it symbol-
izes Jewish eternity. This is 

the story, as told to me by Yehoshua 
Goldring: 

“Our Savta, Tzipporah Kendel, was 
born on Chol Hamoed Sukkot in a 
small village in Transylvania to a 
family of Vishnitz Chasidim. This week 
on Chol Hamoed Sukkot, in the Old 
City of Yerushalayim, she celebrated 
her 100th birthday, surrounded by her 
grandchildren. 

“During the Holocaust, Savta was sent 
with all of her family to Auschwitz. In 
the selection, she and her older sister 
were chosen to live as slave laborers. 
She never saw the rest of her family 
again. She was good at needlework, 

and those skills saved her life during 
the war. After the Holocaust, Savta 
made Aliyah aboard the ship named 
‘Hatikvah.’ The British authorities 
caught her, and she was sent back to 
Europe. My father was born in Italy in 
a DP camp, where he spent the first 
year and a half of his life. In the end, 
the British released families with chil-
dren, and Savta arrived in Israel pre-
cisely on the 29th of November 1947, 
the day on which the UN voted that 
the British Mandate would end and a 
Jewish state would be formed. 

“My grandfather, Savta’s husband, 
worked picking produce on farms, 
but he was killed in a car crash only 
three months after they arrived in 
Israel. Savta found herself alone; A 
Holocaust survivor, a young widow, 
and the mother of a small child. She 
heard that someone she had known 
before the war had moved to Israel, 
and they got married and had another 
three children together. 

“All her life, Savta worked as a seam-
stress, and later on, she took care of 
elderly people. She dedicated her life 
to her family. I remember as a child 
bringing our socks with holes so she 
could fix them because, for Savta, 
every small detail and job was of great 
significance. She always told us that 
you never need to throw anything 
away – everything can be used, recy-
cled, or fixed. 

“Before I went to Poland, I spoke with 
her. She never left the country after 
arriving in Israel decades ago, but she 
wanted me to go there.

“Savta has merited to marry off all 
her grandchildren and has several 
great-grandchildren and even one 
great-great-grandchild!”

The family didn’t plan it, but in the 
picture taken of the “birthday girl” 
in the sukkah in Yerushalayim, just 
behind her is a hand embroidered 
decoration with the section from the 
Talmud Yerushalmi that describes the 
gradual, slow redemption of Am Yisrael:

ה  ּתָ ֲחַלְפּ ן  ֶבּ ְמעֹון  ִשׁ י  ְוַרִבּ ה  ַרָבּ ִחָיּא  י  ַרִבּ ה:  ַמֲעשֶׂ
ְקִריְצָתה, ְוָראּו  ל ִבּ ְקַעת ַאְרֵבּ ָהָדא ִבּ ִכין ְבּ ֲהוֹון ְמַהְלּ
ה  ַרָבּ ִחָיּא  י  ַרִבּ ָאַמר  ַקע אֹוָרּה.  ָבּ ֶשׁ ַחר  ַהַשּׁ ֶלת  ַאֶיּ
ָתן  ֻאָלּ ְגּ ְך ִהיא  ָכּ י,  ִריִבּ ְבּ ה:  ּתָ ֲחַלְפּ ן  ֶבּ ְמעֹון  י ִשׁ ְלַרִבּ
ִהיא  ל ַמה ֶשּׁ ה, ִקְמָאה, ִקְמָאה. ָכּ ִחָלּ ְתּ ל ִיְשָׂרֵאל: ַבּ ֶשׁ
ירושלמי,  (תלמוד  ְוהֹוֶלֶכת.  ה  ַרָבּ ִהיא  הֹוֶלֶכת, 

ברכות א:א)

“Once, Rabbi Chiya the Great and Rabbi 
Shimon Ben Chalafta were walking in the 
Arbel Valley in the early morning, and 
they saw the first light of dawn breaking 
through the darkness. Rabbi Chiya said to 
Rabbi Shimon, ‘This is how the redemption 
of Israel will take place. It will begin slowly, 
slowly, and gradually grow and strengthen 
all the time.’” (Talmud Yerushalmi, 
Berachot 1:1)

The story of Savta Tzipporah brings 
this teaching to life! 

  First published in Hebrew in Yediot 
Acharonot on October 25, 2019.

Sivan Rahav Meir is a media personality 
and lecturer. She lives in Jerusalem with her 
husband, Yedidya, and their five children, 
and serves as World Mizrachi’s Scholar-in-
Residence. She is a primetime anchor on 
Channel 2 News, has a column in Israel’s 
largest newspaper, Yediot Acharonot, and 
has a weekly radio show on Galei Tzahal 
(Army Radio). Sivan was included by Forbes 
magazine in their list of the 50 most 
influential women in Israel, and listed by 
the Jerusalem Post as one of the 50 most 
influential Jews in the world.
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A Gradual Redemption 
Sivan Rahav Meir
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“I spent Simchat Torah in 
Yerushalayim’s Hadassah 
Hospital,” Devori Borstein 
wrote to me, “visiting a 

family member who was being treated 
there. In the hospital’s shul, about 100 
people gathered to daven. I don’t think 
there is any shul like this in the world, 
with Jews of all stripes: Ashkenazim 
and Sephardim, National Religious 
and Satmar, Litvaks and Masoratiim, 
and Belzer, Gur and Chabad chassidim. 
Nobody’s first choice was to be in the 
hospital for Yom Tov, except for Rabbi 
Yitzchak and Sima Peretz, a couple 
who have volunteered to provide 
meals for the sick and their visitors at 
the hospital for 25 years. Some people 
were there for happy reasons such 
as a birth, and others were there for 
more challenging reasons. There were 

sick children, men with artificial payot 
attached to their kippot, and individ-
uals in wheelchairs connected to IVs 
in shul.

“As Yom Tov began, Rabbi Peretz got 
up to speak. ‘Anyone who is here now 
surely thinks that Hashem doesn’t 
want them to be happy this Simchat 
Torah. However, the joy of Simchat 
Torah is not dependent on our situa-
tion or location. If anything, the joy 
of celebrating with the Torah can be 
a tremendous zechut and can help one 
experience salvation in supernatural 
ways.’

“There is no way to describe how 
incredible the hakafot were. The 
Gemara writes that the Shechina is 
found above the head of a sick person 
(Shabbat 12b), and one had a palpable 

feeling of the Shechina being in that 
shul. People with tremendous physi-
cal and mental pain danced with the 
Torah with unbelievable passion – 
some with smiles and some with tears. 
There wasn’t a heart that remained 
unmoved from such an incredible dis-
play of emunah.”

May we be able to experience such 
joy on Yom Tov, in less challenging 
circumstances.

 First published in Hebrew in B’Sheva on 
October 24, 2019.

Yedidya Meir was born in the Old City of 
Jerusalem. His media career began at a 
young age, and he served in the IDF for the 
army’s Bamachane magazine. He writes a 
weekly column for BaSheva and hosts a radio 
show on Kol Chai. 
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Go, and know…
Yael Leibowitz

When the world has grown small, and 
yet family feels farther away than ever, 
here’s a moment to pause, with a sense 
of pride, and an awareness of destiny.

Go
From your native land

From your father’s home
To the Land that I will show you

Go
From your siblings

And their children
That you love

Almost as much as your own

Go
From your grandparents

That you’re terrified to leave
Because they are frail

And their hands tremored 
when you told them

Go
From your colleagues

And your accomplishments

Go
From your childhood friends

That you can never make again
Because they know

So they laugh at your stories
And only they will ever laugh that way

At your stories

Go
To the Land that he went to

But know, it will break your mother’s heart
And your children will miss the hugs

That only she can give

Go
To the Land

That will make everything sweeter
And harder

And deeper
And right

To the Land
That will embrace you

In its foreignness
And its familiarity

Its stones
Its spices

Its love
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Go
To the Land they wanted to get back to

All those years
And years

But couldn’t

Go
To the Land

And you will pinch yourself
As you eat waffles drizzled with chocolate

On a terrace
With your children

And think of those thousands of years
When they couldn’t

Go
And watch your children

Turn into the people you always dreamed
They could become

As they learn the language
And the empathy

And the resilience
And the pride

And the curses
And the arguments

And the rivers
And the songs

Go
But know that when you watch him

Score baskets
Your cheers

Will be tinged with fear
Because he is young and able

And he loves the country 
like you taught him to

Go
Knowing they will see and hear things

That will make them grow up too fast
And grow cynical

And believe

Go
So she sees strong women 
everywhere she turns

And so she loves her curly hair

Go
So they will never have to

Go
With faith

And with fear
With longing

With yearning
Towards the flag

In the sun

Go
With confidence

Because he went
To the Land

He was promised
Your future.

Yael Leibowitz was a member of the Judaic Studies faculty at Yeshiva University’s Stern College for Women prior to making Aliyah in 2014. 
She has taught continuing education courses at Drisha Institute for Jewish Education and served as resident scholar at the Jewish Center of 
Manhattan. She is currently teaching at Matan Women’s Institute for Torah Learning, and lectures widely on topics in Jewish biblical thought.
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We live in turbulent 
times when the only 
constant is change. 
Epoch-defining tech-

nologies and digitization are overturn-
ing the economy, media, and culture, 
creating extraordinary wealth for 
some while leaving others behind. At 
a time of exceptional flux, it is even 
more important to literally start MiB-
ereishit, from the beginning, by exam-
ining the Torah’s original protagonists 
and their fundamental principles.

We are not the first to encounter a 
technological change that is simultane-
ously productive and destructive. The 
Sages teach us that Noach invented 
the plow, a transformational invention 
that dramatically improved the lot of 
mankind. The Torah tells us that Noah 
waited 500 years to have children. We 
can almost hear the Thomas Malthus 
of his time or the New York Times of 
today saying, “Do not have children 
because there will not be enough food 
to feed them all!” However, Noach, the 
innovator, changed everything with 
the plow, dramatically increasing the 
food supply and allowing humanity to 
procreate in droves. “These three were 
the sons of Noach, and from these, the 
whole world branched out.” (Bereishit 
9:19)

Along with great prosperity, Noach’s 
invention also brought decadence. 
As the Torah warns throughout Sefer 
Devarim, prosperity can bring haugh-
tiness and spiritual decline. So it was 
during the time of Noach. The emer-
gence of the plow was not accompa-
nied by principles that would clarify 
the principled framework for its use. 
And so, the blessing of innovation was 
dimmed by unforeseen consequences.

In our own time, innovations in Arti-
ficial Intelligence raise similar chal-
lenges. AI opens up many possibilities 

for creating wealth and prosperity. But 
what are the ethical principles that 
must guide this technology? Similarly, 
the commercialization of space travel 
is a vast industry that may open up 
riches from mining, manufacturing, 
and farming. Yet, the principles that 
should govern this remarkable and 
aspirational development remain 
dangerously unclear.

Sefer Bereishit is preoccupied with 
innovation, enterprise and the wealth 
it brings. Noach invents the plow 
and winemaking, while Avraham, 
Yitzchak, and Yaakov are highly suc-
cessful farmers and shepherds. The 
Ibn Ezra, himself a poor man, sug-
gests that Esav spurned the rights of 
the first-born and sold it to Yaakov 
because Yitzchak was poor, leading 
Esav to believe that his first-born 
status was worthless. Responding 
vehemently to this suggestion, the 
Ramban says Ibn Ezra was “blind” in 
offering this interpretation. Yitzchak 
could not have been poor, for G-d’s 
blessing to our forefathers included 
material wealth! As Ramban makes 
clear, the value of financial success is 
ingrained in the book of Bereishit.

At the same time, Bereishit is deeply 
concerned with the ethical princi-
ples that must accompany business 
pursuits. When describing Avraham’s 
move to Canaan, we are told that he 
brings his nephew Lot along with 
him. At this point in the story, all we 
know about Lot is that he is an orphan. 
Avraham was wealthy, but he used his 
wealth to take responsibility for his 
orphaned nephew. Moreover, by con-
trasting Avraham and Lot after they 
both became wealthier in Egypt, we 
see that Avraham embarked on spir-
itual pursuits without Lot, building 
altars and calling out in G-d’s name. 
Lot, on the other hand, pursued 

even more wealth without principle 
in Sodom and Gomorrah. In Bere-
ishit 13:1, Avraham’s possessions are 
described between the listing of Avra-
ham and Lot’s names, implying that 
their different approaches to wealth 
came between them.

Avraham is a paragon of the proper 
use of wealth, using his material bless-
ings to call out in G-d’s name and care 
for those less fortunate in his midst. 
He is a model for the affluent men and 
women of our generation.

Yitzchak was also wealthy but 
acquired his wealth by transitioning 
from the shepherding business of his 
father to agriculture. Times change. 
Industrial economies become technol-
ogy and digital economies, while pro-
fessions such as law and accounting 
become less valuable than computer 
programming. Those who adapt to the 
new economic culture like Yaakov can 
continue the family lineage, whereas 
those who ignore or reject change end 
up like Esav. 

Though communities of faith are all 
challenged by change, change is con-
stant. Because it’s not unexpected, 
we can, to some degree, plan to deal 
with it. Fortunately, Bereishit teaches 
us that we can and should embrace 
change by looking to our ancestors’ 
timeless traditions and wisdom.

Michael Eisenberg is Co-founder and Partner 
at early-stage venture capital fund Aleph and 
author of The Tree of Life and Prosperity: 21st 
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Each year, we leave our com-
fortable homes and move to 
a temporary dwelling, despite 
the inconveniences, out of a 

desire to fulfill the mitzvah of sitting 
in the sukkah.

Sukkot is an appropriate time to 
reflect on the significant challenges 
and inconveniences that people with 
disabilities face all year long and how 
we as a community can help them be 
full participants in synagogue life.

One of the most important tasks of the 
World Organization of Orthodox Syn-
agogues and Communities (WOOSC) 
is to make synagogues accessible for 
people with disabilities in both Israel 
and the Diaspora.

The WOOSC works to make synagogues 
accessible to people with disabilities 
through education, halachic guidance 
and by working with professionals to 
solve practical challenges.

Educationally, WOOSC works to pro-
mote awareness of the challenges 
faced by people with disabilities, and 
the responsibility that the religious 
community bears to address these 
challenges.

If a wheelchair-bound individual is 
unable to enter a shul, it is not merely a 
personal problem, but a challenge that 
the entire community is obligated to 
address. And so our first priority is to 
create a shift in mindset, so that com-
munities recognize the challenges of 
disabled people and become our part-
ners in addressing these challenges.

It is also critically important, as a 
religious community, to address the 

halachic issues related to people with 
disabilities and the shul experience. 
Examples include calling a blind man 
up to the Torah for an aliyah, includ-
ing those on the autistic spectrum in 
a minyan, reciting birkat kohanim from 
a wheelchair, davening with a catheter 
in shul and bringing a guide dog into 
shul, among a myriad other issues.

WOOSC organizes rabbinic conferences 
and works together with halachic 
authorities to publish and distribute 
booklets addressing these questions.

The WOOSC also works with profes-
sionals to provide technical solutions 
for accessibility challenges in shuls. 

Examples include the installation 
of wide doors to enable entry, creat-
ing adapted seating and bathrooms, 
installing Shabbat elevators, develop-
ing siddurim and chumashim written in 
Braille, and providing guidance for the 
mentally ill who want to pray in shul.

By increasing awareness and sensi-
tivity to those struggling with com-
plex disabilities and by working to 
create innovative solutions to those 
challenges, the WOOSC hopes to open 
synagogue doors to people with dis-
abilities all over the world.

Please partner with us to promote shul 
accessibility for all. n

PA RT N E R P RO F I L E

The World Organization of 
Orthodox Synagogues and Communities

Making Shul
             Accessible
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The holiday of Sukkot has sev-
eral names. Let’s take a look 
at them:

Chag HaSukkot
One name of Sukkot, of course, is ַחג 
ּכֹות -On the 15th day of this sev“ .ַהּסֻ
enth month there shall be the Feast 
of Booths (Sukkot) to Hashem, [to last] 
seven days. […] You shall live in booths 
(sukkot) for seven days; all citizens in 
Israel shall live in booths, in order that 
future generations may know that I 
made the Israelite people live in booths 
when I brought them out of the land 
of Egypt; I Hashem your G-d” (Vayikra 
23:34, 42–43).

While the word sukkot in Tanach 
often refers to the holiday, there are 
also examples of sukkot referring to 
commonplace booths. Those booths 
were used for shade, either for workers 
in a field or for livestock. The shade 
provided by these booths is the root 
of the word sukkah. “Sukkah” derives 
from the root ָסַכְך, “to cover,” which 
also provides us with the word we use 
to describe the covering of the sukkah: 
 This same root is the foundation .ְסָכְך
for other words involving covering:

 In its only occurrence in – מּוָסְך •
the Bible (Melachim II 16:18), this 
meant a covered portico; today it 
means “a garage”.

 Originally a curtain or – ָמָסְך •
screen; today it often refers to a 
computer monitor or the screen 
of a phone.

ָכה •  A covering; today it means – ַמֵסּ
“mask” (influenced by the English 
word).

Chag HaAsif
In the Torah, Sukkot is also referred 
to as “Chag HaAsif” (Shemot 23:16 and 
34:22). Often translated as the “Harvest 
Festival,” a more precise translation 

would be the “Festival of Ingathering,” 
since the crops are gathered in from 
the field at harvest time, as is men-
tioned in Vayikra 23:39: “Mark, on the 
15th day of the seventh month, when 
you have gathered in the yield of your 
land.”

The root ָאָסף means “to gather, to col-
lect, to assemble.” Other related words 
are ֲאֵסָפה – “assembly,” ִאּסּוף – “compila-
tion” and ֹאֶסף – “collection.” 

There is some disagreement over 
which other roots may be related to 
-and this debate helps us under ,ָאָסף
stand the original meaning of ָאָסף as 
well. Some say it is related to the root 
 to add, increase.” This latter root“ – ָיָסף
is found in words related to increasing, 
such as מֹוִסיף, מּוָסף, נֹוָסף, ּתֹוֶסֶפת. As one 
collects and gathers, one’s possessions 
increase.

Others say ָאָסף is related to the root סֹוף, 
meaning “to end,” since gathering in 
items (such as the grains from a har-
vest), puts them in a closed, limited 
area. This is seen in another meaning 
of ָאָסף – “he took away, withdrew.”

Both meanings are found in the name 
given to Yosef by Rachel: “She con-
ceived and bore a son, and said, ‘G-d 
has taken away (ָאַסף) my disgrace.’ So 
she named him Yosef, which is to say, 

‘May Hashem add (יֵֹסף) another son for 
me’” (Bereishit 30:23–24).

Chag
In Yechezkel 45:23, Sukkot is not 
referred to by name, but simply called 
 This name is found frequently in .ֶהָחג
rabbinic literature, so any mention 
of just “chag” will indicate Sukkot. Of 
course, with the addition of the spe-
cific chag it could be referring to any 
of the three pilgrimage festivals. The 
notion of pilgrimage is reflected in its 
root: ָחַגג – “to make a pilgrimage, to 
celebrate a feast.” 

The root ָחַגג can also mean “to dance” 
and is related to the root חּוג – “to make 
or move in a circle.” Although today 
it is an anachronism, the “dialing” of 
phones in Hebrew is called ִחּיּוג, and 
an area code is an ֵאזֹור ִחּיּוג. From the 
notion of a “circle of people,” we get 
the word חּוג, meaning “club” or “class.”

Z’man Simchateinu
As seen above, Sukkot was the most 
prominent of the agricultural holidays. 
This is due to the end of the harvest 
season, a time of great joy. That feel-
ing is reflected in the name ְמָחֵתנּו  ,ְזַמן שִׂ
which appears in our prayers. The root 
ֵמַח  to“ – ֶצַמח is connected to the root שָׂ
sprout.” A similar case is found in 
English, in which the word “elated” 
means both “happy” and “lifted up.” 
Another meaning of ֵמַח  ”is “to glow שָׂ
which is why it is often found together 
in with the word for light, as in אֹוָרה 
ְמָחה .ְושִׂ

David Curwin is a writer living in Efrat, 
and the author of the Balashon blog, 
balashon.com.
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The Talmud records Rabbi 
Yehuda’s description of true 
teshuvah: “[If someone sinned 
in an illicit relationship] the 

person would have to situate himself 
with the same woman, at the same 
time and in the same place [as he was 
during the original sin] and abstain 
from sinning again” (Yoma 86b). 

Rabbi Yehuda’s suggestion is strange. 
Why is it necessary for the penitent to 
be tested by a situation he has already 
failed?

Rabbi Yehonatan Eybeshitz explains 
that sin affects the transgressor and 
also contaminates the place where the 
transgression occurred. The residual 
effects of the sin linger there and 
entice others to transgress the same 
prohibition as well. For example, the 
Rabbis explain that tzara’at, leprosy, 
is the usual punishment for speaking 
lashon hara, and just as it afflicts the 
speaker’s body, it also affects his house. 

With regards to nig’ei batim, the forms 
of tzara’at that afflict the speaker’s 
house, the prophet declares, “For a 
stone will cry out from the wall and a 
sliver will answer it from the beams” 
(Chabakuk 2:11). The “stone will cry out 
from the wall” because of the impurity 
of the sin which has infected the wall 
itself, causing the wall to desperately 
find a way to rid itself of its state of 
impurity. 

The baal teshuvah must return to the 
exact place under the same circum-
stances where he first sinned, thereby 
cleansing both himself as well as his 
surroundings. In recognition of his 

concerted efforts, Hashem assists him 
in overcoming his inclinations which 
serves to defuse the effects of the sin. 
This helps explain the opinion of Rabbi 
Abbahu in Tractate Berachot that “the 
place occupied by repentant sinners 
cannot be attained even by the com-
pletely righteous.”

The tzaddik is not necessarily immersed 
in the process of teshuvah. Therefore, 
he does not receive the assistance 
Hashem usually provides for peni-
tents, and as such, he can be subjected 
to the residual effects of sin. The baal 
teshuvah, however, is immersed in the 
teshuvah process, thereby receiving 
assistance from Hashem and protec-
tion from the effects of sin. For this 
reason, Rabbi Abbahu concludes that 
a baal teshuvah is on a higher spiritual 
plane than the tzaddik. Repentance 
effectively cleanses and purifies the 
sinner as well as the area which was 
infected with sin. 

The Ten Days of Repentance are a 
time that accentuates teshuvah. Sukkot 
follows the High Holy Days, demon-
strating that teshuvah is a process that 
begins with an individual person but 
which ultimately impacts his sur-
roundings. We may have succeeded in 
atoning for the sins that have affected 
our connection with Hashem during 
the High Holy Days, but we are still 
responsible for cleansing our sur-
roundings from the effects of our 
sins. Therefore, after we complete our 
atonement on Yom Kippur, we leave 
our “tzara’at-afflicted” homes and their 
impurity and move into the sukkah, 

which is insusceptible to impurity and 
is permeated by the Divine Presence. 

This is why the Sages described one’s 
required mode of dwelling as teishvu 
k’ein taduru – “dwell in the sukkah as 
you would in your own houses,” espe-
cially with regards to sleeping, a time 
when our defenses are down and we 
are more susceptible to the tempta-
tions of sin. When we sleep in the 
sukkah, we demonstrate our interest 
in cleansing ourselves and elevating 
our surroundings, proving that we are 
worthy of Divine assistance. 

Once we have transformed our souls 
during the Yamim Noraim and puri-
fied our houses over the seven days of 
Sukkot, we can return to our homes 
refreshed and recharged and ready 
to begin a new year in the service of 
Hashem.

Rabbi Shalom Hammer is an IDF educa-
tor and Founder and Director of Makom 
Meshutaf educational programming, under 
the auspices of World Mizrachi. He has 
authored five books. www.rabbihammer.com

Teshuvah and the
Significance of the Sukkah

Rabbi Shalom Hammer

A member of 
the Mizrachi 
Speakers Bureau

mizrachi.org/
speakers
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Braised Stuffed 
Veal Breast
with Porcini Mushrooms

Ingredients

2 ounces dried porcini mushrooms

4 ounces sun-dried tomatoes

2 cups chicken broth

3 shallots, minced

8 garlic cloves, minced

Extra virgin olive oil

1 (5-pound) veal breast, butterflied (have 
your butcher do this)

Kosher salt

Freshly ground black pepper

1 cup white wine

Bouquet garnish: several thyme sprigs, 
parsley stems, bay leaf tied to celery rib

Preparation

1. Preheat oven to 350°F (176°C)

2. Soften porcini mushrooms and sun-dried 
tomatoes by simmering in one cup chicken 
broth for 10 minutes. Cool and coarsely 
chop mushrooms and tomatoes. Reserve 
mushroom-tomato broth.

3. Heat a Dutch oven or sauté pan lightly 
coated with extra virgin olive oil. Sauté 

shallots, garlic, and mushroom mixture 
for just two minutes. Transfer to a bowl 
and cool briefly.

4. Spread open veal and season with salt 
and pepper. Spread mushroom mixture 
over veal. Roll veal up and tie in several 
places.

5. Heat the same pan as was used for 
browning garlic, lightly coated with extra 
virgin olive oil. Brown veal on all sides 
until golden. Add the mushroom broth, 
remaining one cup chicken broth, wine, 
and bouquet garni and cover.

6. Braise at 350°F (176°C) for two hours. 
Uncover and continue cooking 15 minutes 
more until tender.

7. Transfer veal to cutting board and loosely 
tent with foil for 15 minutes. Slice and 
arrange on a platter. Serve with pan juices.

Stumped with what 
to serve on Sukkot, 
Hoshanah Rabbah 
and Simchat Torah? 

just stuff it and you’re all 
good!

Simchat Torah, the last 
day of Sukkot, is the 
celebration of the con-
clusion of the annual 
cycle of Torah readings, 
at which point we imme-

diately start the cycle 
again with the reading of 

Bereishit...

And so I always thought that 
both the shape of the Torah 

scroll and the cyclical celebration 
of the holiday were the reasoning 

behind our stuffed and rolled food 
obsession this time of year.

However, Jewish Food Historian Gil 
Marks, in his Encyclopedia of Jewish Food 

(Wiley, 2010), writes: “...stuffed vegeta-
bles, filled pastas, filled pastries and 
filled pies, all symbolizing plenty, are 
commonplace on Sukkot tables.”

While I loathe to be wrong I am happy 
to know that the stuffed, filled and 
overflowing foods are an allusion to 
plenty!

Jamie Geller influences millions every day. 
Known as the “Jewish Rachael Ray” (The 
New York Times), and the “Queen of Kosher” 
(CBS) seven-time bestselling author Jamie 
Geller is the Founder and CEO of Kosher 
Network international (KNi), the number 
one Global Kosher Food Media Company, 
featuring over 10,000 recipes and the viral 
@jewlishbyjamie how-to videos with 1 billion 
views. @jamiegeller / JamieGeller.com

F O O D F RO M I S R A E L

Stuff It, Roll It, 
Serve It on a Plate

Jamie Geller
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Benji and I met in Israel. 
We were both in different 
programs and through an 
odd series of events, we 

were introduced, started dating and 
eventually got married. Returning to 
Israel has been a focus of conversa-
tions throughout our marriage, but it 
was never “the right time” for various 
reasons.

In January 2013, before our eldest’s Bar 
Mitzvah, we took the whole family to 
Israel. For us, it had been a long fifteen 
years since we had been there, and it 
was our children’s first time in Israel. 
Seeing the land through our children’s 
eyes, witnessing their wonder at being 
in the place where our history comes 
alive, was deeply inspiring. It made us 
realize that fifteen years was simply 
too long to be away from home. 

We only waited four years for our 
next trip. In 2017, we spent the entire 
summer in Israel and celebrated our 
daughter’s Bat Mitzvah there. Our 
kids went to various programs and we 
saw them bloom and feel good about 
themselves as Jews, living in a society 
that supports our religion unapologet-
ically. After that trip, we began serious 
family discussions and created a time-
line for our Aliyah.

Our kids were teens, and so they 
needed to have a voice in these discus-
sions. Tzadok was entering his senior 
year of high school with plans to go for 

a gap year and make Aliyah (which he 
eventually did in the summer of 2019). 
Pelah and Meir asked to be allowed 
to finish high school in Chicago. Benji 
and I readily agreed, as everyone says, 
“don’t move kids in high school.” That 
left Naomi (entering 7th at the time) 
and Danya (entering 2nd grade).

By this point, Naomi had already 
expressed her desire to live in Israel 
and we began to look into high school 
options for her. We also realized that 
we’d have to move before Danya 
entered high school (7th grade in 
Israel) to make it less traumatic for 
her. Once Naomi firmly decided to 
attend Ulpana Amana as part of the 
Naale initiative, it became time to shift 
from Aliyah “in theory” to practical 
preparations. Pelah graduated high 
school earlier this year, and Naomi 
completed her first successful year at 
Amana, so it was finally time for us to 
come home.

Everyone’s family dynamics are differ-
ent and how and when you choose to 
include them in the process is different 
for each family. Similar to any signifi-
cant life event – marriage, having kids 
– the fact that you’re making Aliyah 
shouldn’t be a surprise to your family. 
Benji and I have been talking about 
Aliyah for years, and it is no secret that 
it’s been our dream. Once we decided 
to commit to a date, we told our fam-
ilies about a year in advance to give 
them time to absorb our leaving and to 
be able to include them in the process.

For my family, the pandemic brought 
a silver lining as it prepared them for 
our move abroad. My family does not 
live nearby, and so when the Covid 
pandemic arrived I began regular Face-
Time sessions with my parents and 
siblings. It brought us closer and made 
us realize these sessions can continue 
no matter where we are in the world. 

For Benji, whose family lives locally 
near us in Chicago, our move is sig-
nificantly more impactful. Even during 
the height of the pandemic, we got 
together regularly with his mom and 
siblings outdoors. While some in the 
family are thrilled to have an “excuse” 
to visit Israel, others have feelings of 
loss. It’s been important to acknowl-
edge all the powerful feelings involved 
in this decision and to speak about 
them together.

When deciding to make Aliyah, we 
knew that some of the people we are 
closest to would not be coming with 
us and that we would not be able to 
attend every future simcha. These are 
difficult realities. But we also remem-
ber, as challenging as these decisions 
and conversations are, that we are 
making Aliyah so that our children 
won’t have to make these challenging 
choices in the future. 

 Adapted from the ChicagOlim Chronicles 
feature of Kol Shabbat, the weekly email 
newsletter of Mizrachi–Religious Zionists of 
Chicago. 

Batyah Cohen made Aliyah in August 
2021 from Skokie, Illinois to Modi’in with 
her husband Benji and their five children: 
Tzadok (21), Meir (19), Pelah (18), Naomi (16) 
and Danya (11).

A L I YA H D I A RY

Through Our Children’s Eyes
Batyah Cohen

The Cohens
Seeing the land through our 

children’s eyes, witnessing their 
wonder at being in the place 

where our history comes alive, was 
deeply inspiring. It made us realize 
that fifteen years was simply too 

long to be away from home.
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When I started search-
ing for the origins 
of the kippah srugah, 
I contacted some of 

the original students of Yeshivat Kfar 
HaRoeh, one of the early Religious 

Zionist yeshivot. One alumnus told 
me the kippah srugah was born when 
the girlfriend of a yeshiva student cro-
cheted a knitted kippah for him. This 
kippah then became trendy, with more 
and more girls crocheting kippot for the 

guys in the yeshiva until it eventually 
became mainstream.

When I published this account in an 
article, a woman named Liat Erental 
reached to put me in touch with her 
grandparents, Pninah and Ovadiah 
Chen-Tzion. They are both in their 
nineties and live in Givat Shmuel – 
and they are the original girlfriend 
and boyfriend!

Ovadiah Chen-Tzion was born in Tel 
Aviv and studied at Yeshivat Kfar 
HaRoeh in 1944. As a Religious Zionist 
in Mandatory Palestine, he played a 
role in building the nascent Jewish 
state. “A group of students from Kfar 
HaRoeh formed a garin, a nucleus of 
people who would set up new Jewish 
communities. In 1945, I was part of 
the group that formed an agricul-
tural Kibbutz called Biria in the Galil. 
Following that, we went to the Gush 
Etzion region to set up the Kibbutz of 

TheFirst
   Knitted
Kippah

Z I O N I ST  H I STO RY

Haggai Huberman

“It all began at Bnei Akiva”: Pninah and Ovadiah Chen-Tzion. (PHOTO: CHEN-TZION FAMILY COLLECTION)
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Ein Tzurim. After Gush Etzion fell in 
the War of Independence, we set up 
the yishuv of Ein Tzurim in the Judean 
hills.” (Editor’s note: When Israel recon-
quered Gush Etzion in 1967, Ein Tzurim 
was re-established there.)

Pninah is also originally from Tel 
Aviv, and she tells us the story of the 
first kippah srugah. “It all began in the 
Bnei Akiva branch in Tel Aviv, where 
some of the madrichot would regularly 
embroider clothes together. I was one 
of the knitters, and some of us tried 
crocheting kippot, one of which I gave 
to Ovadiah. The original design had a 
pom-pom on top – needless to say, that 
design did not take off!”

Pninah and Ovadiah got married in 
1950 and recently celebrated their 71st 
wedding anniversary together with 
their three children and many grand-
children. Rabbi Moshe Tzvi Neriah and 
Rabbi Shaul Yisraeli, two of the leading 

figures of Religious Zionism, were the 
rabbis who officiated at their chuppah. 

In those early years of the state, the 
country was different from the Israel 
we know today, including its dress 
norms. “The fashion was that in the 
cities men wore berets, and in the Kib-
butzim men wore flat caps,” Ovadiah 
remembers.

In 1956, Ovadiah worked for the Youth 
Aliyah Department of Bnei Akiva. 
Pninah knitted a kippah for him, this 
time a large one, and without the 
pompom! This new kippah started to 
become popular among religious men, 
and more women began crocheting 
kippot. 

Ovadiah recalls when kippah srugah 
went from the fringes to the main-
stream due to one of the leading 
Religious Zionists of the time, Rabbi 
Neriah. “One day, I was at the Bnei 

Akiva building in Tel Aviv, and Rabbi 
Neriah, the Rosh Yeshiva of Yeshivat 
Kfar HaRoeh, came in. He saw my knit-
ted kippah and asked if Pninah could 
make one for him too. Pninah agreed, 
and Rabbi Neriah replaced the black 
kippah he had worn with the knitted 
kippah Pninah made for him. After 
that, all of the Religious Zionist youth 
started to wear the knitted kippah. 
Rabbi Neriah is often called ‘the father 
of the kippah srugah generation,’ and 
this is true not only in the ideological 
sense but in practical terms too.”

In this way, the trend was born, and 
from humble origins, the kippah srugah 
has grown to become the symbol of a 
movement.

Haggai Huberman is an Israeli journalist and 
author, and the editor of Matzav HaRuach.

The father of the kippah srugah generation: Rabbi Moshe Tzvi Neriah. (PHOTO: ZVIKI EIGNER)
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When it came 
to securing 
a beautiful 
etrog for 
Sukkot, no 
one was 

more particular than the famous and 
saintly Reb Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev. 
Months before the holiday season, he 
would begin his search for an etrog 
that was truly mehudar. 

By and large, etrogim are grown in 
Eretz Yisrael and shipped all over the 
world. One year, however, the ship 
carrying the precious cargo from the 
Holy Land to Berditchev never arrived. 
Distraught, Reb Levi Yitzchak – also 
known as the Berditchever Rebbe – 
sent messengers to all the outlying 
areas, hoping that they would discover 

an etrog somewhere in their travels. 
But the messengers returned emp-
ty-handed. Their efforts had borne 
no fruit.

One week before Rosh Hashanah 
– only three weeks until Sukkot – 

there was still no hope in sight. So the 
Rebbe sent out a new group of messen-
gers, instructing them to bring back 
an etrog – any etrog – at any price! But 
their mission, too, was a failure.

On Yom Kippur, the Rebbe implored 
the Almighty to allow him to fulfill 
this mitzvah as he always had. “Master 
of the Universe, we wish to obey Your 
command,” he cried, “but there isn’t a 
single etrog in all of Berditchev or the 
surrounding countryside!”

Just before the Neila service, Reb Levi 
Yitzchak issued a moving plea to the 
hundreds of worshippers gathered 
in his shul: “I ask each one of you to 
take to the streets tomorrow, stop 

any Jewish wagon driver you see 
and inquire whether he has an etrog. 
We must spare no effort to fulfill 
Almighty’s commandments!”

This was followed by a unique prayer 
he had composed himself: “Ribbono 
Shel Olam, Master of the Universe, 
let us make a deal. I will give you my 
sins, transgressions, and errors, and 
You will give me children, life, and 
sustenance.

“The Greeks contend that their god is 
the Lord, but I disagree.

“The Romans contend that their god 
is the Lord, but I disagree.

“The Indians contend that their god is 
the Lord, but I disagree.

“And the Russians contend that there 
is no G-d, but I, Levi Yitzchak ben Sarah 
Sushah, say, ‘Glorified and sanctified 
be G-d’s great name…’”

The next day, as per the Rebbe’s 
instructions, one of his chassidim at 
the northern entrance to Berditchev 
accosted Berel the spice merchant who 
was returning home from the summer 
fair. Lo and behold, Berel had an etrog, 
a very beautiful one... but he had no 
interest in parting with it. Anxious to 
return to his family, he didn’t appreci-
ate being buttonholed and questioned 
by a persistent chassid.

“I’ve been away from my family for 
the entire summer,” the merchant 
argued. “I’ve earned plenty of money, 
baruch Hashem, so none of your offers 
can tempt me. This little etrog will be 
the highlight of my family’s Sukkot; it 
will be our simchat Yom Tov.” 

STO RY F O R T H E  TA B L E

An Etrog for
Berditchev

Rabbi Hanoch Teller
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But the chassid was determined to suc-
ceed in his mission; he just would not 
take “no” for an answer.

Eventually, after a lengthy debate, 
Berel was brought to the court of the 
Berditchever Rebbe and offered a very 
handsome price for his etrog. Still the 
merchant refused. “But you haven’t 
heard my final offer yet,” Reb Levi 
Yitzchak proposed in a soft voice.

Berel was about to raise his hand to 
indicate that he would not change his 
mind for any sum of money, but before 
he managed to convey this message, 
the Rebbe dropped his bombshell: “Sell 
me your etrog in exchange for my por-
tion in the World to Come.”

The Rebbe’s offer was astounding! As 
a businessman, Berel recognized a 
terrific deal when he heard one, and 
this was one proposition no Jew could 
afford to pass up. After all, Reb Levi 
Yitzchak’s piety was legendary and 
there was no doubt at all that a spe-
cial place of honor awaited him in the 
World to Come.

The Rebbe explained his proposal, 
making the deal sound even more 
tempting “We wouldn’t want you to 
be lacking an etrog for Yom Tov, so you 
will be our guest for the holiday, and 
you may use the etrog just like every 
other Jew in Berditchev.”

The merchant immediately gave his 
consent and sent word to his family. 
He was then given comfortable accom-
modations in the home of one of the 
Rebbe’s chassidim.

On the first night of Sukkot — when 
the Torah commands us to eat in a 
sukkah – Berel joined Berditchev’s 
chassidim for evening prayers in the 
shul. The service was moving and was 
chanted with an enthusiasm and an 
intensity that he had never experi-
enced before. He returned home from 
shul extremely inspired and looking 
forward to the festive meal he was 
about to enjoy. But when he walked 
through the door, his host turned to 
him and said, “You may not eat in our 
sukkah.”

The merchant could not believe his 
ears!

“We will not deny you food,” the host 
assured him, “but you may not enter 
our sukkah to eat it.”

Angry and deeply offended, Berel 
stormed out of the house, vowing 
never to return to such an ungracious 
host. But when he knocked on the door 
of a neighbor and asked if he could join 
him in his sukkah, to his total astonish-
ment, this fellow, too, refused.

He tried door after door, house after 
house, but every chassid in Berditchev 
turned him away. Berel was beside 
himself with resentment and frustra-
tion. “What an evil town of sinners!” 
he thought to himself. “Imagine deny-
ing a fellow Jew permission to eat in 
a sukkah!”

It was already after midnight and the 
merchant was as hungry as he was 
furious. In desperation, he approached 
a Jewish family on the other side of 
town and begged to be let in. This 
resident refused him, too, although 
not as rudely as the others. He also 
hinted that the Berditchever Rebbe 
was behind the ban on Berel. Enraged, 
Berel made a beeline for Reb Levi 
Yitzchak’s house and burst through 
the door.

“What have you done to me?” the busi-
nessman snarled through clenched 
teeth, confronting the Rebbe. “Don’t I 
have the right to fulfill the mitzvah of 
eating in a sukkah on the first night of 
Sukkot?” “You certainly do,” the Rebbe 
replied, “...provided that you sell me 
back my World to Come.”

“What?!” Berel smacked his palms 
together as he lost all control of his 
temper. “You,” he accused, “are sup-
posed to be the pious Reb Levi Yitzchak 
of Berditchev, the leader and advocate 
of the Jewish People. But look how low 
you have stooped, tricking me into 
abandoning my family and selling my 
etrog under false pretenses!”

“My dear friend,” the Rebbe said 
calmly, “my World to Come is still 
yours, and our deal is still a deal. 
However, if you wish to eat in a sukkah 
tonight, you will have to sell it back 
to me.”

The businessman paced back and 
forth, thinking over his terrible 

problem. On the one hand, he had only 
remained in Berditchev in order to use 
the etrog he had sold for the Rebbe’s 
World to Come. On the other hand, 
every year of his life – in stormy wind, 
pouring rain, or frosty snow he had 
eaten in a sukkah, or at least recited kid-
dush there, on the first night of Sukkot.

Berel thought it over again and again. 
Finally, he concluded that no matter 
what he stood to lose, he had to do 
what was right: He had to eat in a 
sukkah the first night of Sukkot. “Very 
well,” the businessman responded 
with a heavy heart, “I will resell you 
your portion in the World to Come in 
exchange for a meal in a sukkah.”

Reb Levi Yitzchak breathed a deep 
sigh of relief and offered Berel a 
warm embrace and an explanation: 
“In my eagerness to secure an etrog for 
my People, I gave away my World to 
Come. Once I had made the deal, how-
ever, I deeply regretted my decision, 
for how could I how dare I give away 
something so precious to a person who 
might have done nothing to earn it? 
After all, did you not refuse at first to 
share your etrog with the Jews of Ber-
ditchev, knowing full well that without 
it we would all have been deprived of 
the mitzvah?

“But now that I see you have passed 
this difficult trial of faith and opted to 
do what is right, it is clear that you are 
truly deserving of my World to Come.

“And now, Reb Berel, please come into 
my sukkah, where it will be my honor 
to personally serve you.”

 Heard from Rabbi Yosef Zeinwerth.

Rabbi Hanoch Teller is an internationally 
acclaimed storyteller extraordinaire, an 
award-winning author and a producer. 
His new podcast “Teller from Jerusalem” 
chronicles the stories of the early struggles 
of the modern State of Israel. Available 
wherever you listen to podcasts.

A member of 
the Mizrachi 
Speakers Bureau

mizrachi.org/
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Holiday Trivia
WITH DANIELLE KRIEGER

1. True or false: a sukkah must have four walls.

2. How many names does Sukkot have? Can you name them?

3. Which two characteristics make a something “kosher” to be 
used as s’chach? Can you name three different s’chach options?

4. How many berachot do we make in the sukkah on the first night 
during kiddush?

5. What are Ushpizin? How many are there? Can you name all of 
them? What do they all have in common?

6. Which of the Arba’a Minim has no smell and no taste?

7. Which tefillah do we say every day of Sukkot while holding the 
Arba’a Minim?

8. What do we celebrate on Simchat Torah?

9. Who is called up to the Torah on Simchat Torah?

10. Which seasonal tefillah do we say on Shemini Atzeret?

HELP THE KIDS GET TO THE SUKK AH

A B

C
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