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"Even so, there is no Beit Midrash without innovation” (Chagigah 3a)

The project of innovating holy texts is perhaps as old as the texts themselves. I've always been
fascinated by the creation of midrash. The fantastic narrative midrash creating worlds between gaps in
the text; the formalistic legal midrash winking at us as it pretends to be logical; the subtle midrash
hidden in the ancient and modern biblical translations. There's also an everyday midrash-making.
Rabbis and teachers and preachers make midrash as the weekly Torah reading always somehow seems
to be relevant to the issues of the day. Names are re-interpreted at births and bar mitzvahs. Students

study a text together, and understand it through examples: "Oh I get it, it's just like...".

Netanel and I have had the pleasure of learning together for the past five years. Most of the
midrash-making we were engaged in was spontaneous and ephemeral. We would pose questions to
each other and invent answers, draw together sources from Tanach and Talmud and Zohar and all
sorts of esoteric and heretical books, projecting one text through the other to create new answers. Most
of that is lost now, but not the spirit that drove it. Around the same time, independently, both
Netanel and I started to publish new midrashim on the weekly parasha online. I was drawn to the fixed
form of getting my thoughts into 120 words, no more and no less. I found that saying less could
suggest more, leaving the poetic power of the text intact. Netanel experimented with modern myths

and with hashkafic essays, weaving together his vast knowledge and suggesting powerful new insights.

We've gathered a few of our modest midrashim together in this book, published in honour of our
formal ordination as rabbis. The texts follow the first book of the Torah, Genesis, which is itself, in a
way, all about creation and innovation. May we never see these Torah texts as old; may our eyes be
open to the truth of the truth, that the creation of the world is happening right now; may we be

worthy partners in God's creation.
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Josh Weiner
Berlin-Kreuzberg, Cheshvan 5781
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"When two people sit and study the Torab together, the Divine Presence hovers among them.” (Avot 3:2)

It is a great honor to be able to publish at the end of my studies at the Zacharias Frankel College some
of my insights into the weekly Torah portions Though in this booklet we formally divided our
creative contributions to the Torah’s honor into texts written by me and those which are written by
Josh, I from my side can say that not few of the ideas I express here were born out of some comment or
criticism Josh threw against me - or a seed of wisdom he implanted into me - in the course of our
mutual studies. So sparks of his spirit are actually shimmering through many of my creative Torah
interpretations. I learned a lot with and from him, he led my eyes to sources I had not seen before and
discussed my own ideas with me in many instances. So I am deeply grateful to him that I am able to
present this basket of first fruits for the beginning of the Torah’s annual reading cycle.

Most of the texts I collected here were written last year while visiting for a semester in the city of Los
Angeles. The drashot are of various qualities, some intellectual, some aesthetic and others a bit
mystical. For the three parashiyot that tell the life of our forefather Avraham (Lech lecha, Vayera,
Chayei Sarah), I actually gave in to my vestigial literary inclinations and decided to write a narrative
portrait of the first Hebrew based on the traditional midrashic sources, scholarly insights and my own

personal observations.

I hope that, with God’s help, Josh and I will be able to continue our fruitful exchanges about divine
and profane sources, wherever our paths may lead us; and that out of our mutual study in Berlin’s and
Potsdam’s various tents of Torah a radiant light will be born - a fire of wisdom and peace, prone to
heavenly blessings, which will deepen Jewish life in Germany, in Europe and wherever we will find

ourselves in the years to come.
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Netanel Olhoeft
Berlin-Charlottenburg, Tishrei 5781
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Bereshit 5776

“Let us make man in our image.” Who was God talking to? If it was to the angels or to the world
itself, we must value ourselves highly: we are angelic, we are the world. But maybe He was talking to
us, now, today. Why not? The implications of that are even stronger - we are both creators and the
created. This resonates as true: we consciously create ourselves, choosing what to learn, what
environment to live in, which friends to surround ourselves with. Yet being created isn’t only a passive
act. We have to be open to it, declaring ana zamin lemehaveb, 1 am ready to be created. Creation
began in the first chapter of Bereshit, and has never ended.

Bereshit 5777

Man's first task is to name animals, his first words are a string of nouns. He longs for verbs. On seeing a
female, he bursts into a love-poem: “Finally! Flesh of my flesh, bone of my bones!” He struggles to
create a new noun and express what it does. “This shall be called Woman, for she was taken from
Man.” Passive verbs, but the start of a relationship. She is his partner, his echo, his lover, totality. His
last words are finally active, and also a plea to transcend language altogether: “Man... shall cleave to
Woman, becoming one flesh.” Like God, man creates worlds from words; like God, it is

relationships rather than objects that he ultimately seeks to create.

Bereshit 5778

The creation narrative is a story of birth and of becoming, all potential worlds becoming one limited
example, and continuing to become, to recreate. It is a story of restructuring and naming: water, for
example, is divided into three and named sea, sky and earth. Our own consciousness is also a product,
not of brain-cells, but of their ever-changing structure and relationships. Zooming out, societies and
cultures are also relationships between individuals, never just a collection of people. God says: “Let us
make man in our image,” future tense, a continuous shifting of physical matter and relationships in
the ever-changing image of God. Humanity’s task is to name and rename these structures - yet never

take these temporary names too seriously!
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Bereshit 5779

It occurs to me that the Tishrei festivals propel us backwards, to the beginning. We come over-satiated
with Torah, religion, politics, things. Rosh Hashanah focuses on actions and the harm they cause, and
reminds us to fix what we can. Only by engaging seriously with our actions and words, can we feel the
catharsis of Yom Kippur. Sukkot turns to the mind, “that all generations may kzow that Israelites
sat in Sukkot.” And the last days of Sukkot mean nothing, are pre-knowledge, happy abstract
thought. Beyond that, we find the beginning of the beginning, Bereshit, the “why’ before the Big Bang.
Only through these raw, silent sparks of inspiration can we return to read the Torah from the
beginning again.

Bereshit 5780

The creation story is a call and response; a God eager to create, and a World eager to be created. This
Y p g g
eagerness drives the world to unfold into becoming itself, and has never yet ended. God commands
yehi, “Bel”, and light, land, stars, fruit-trees and animals can't resist the invitation. “...every living
soul burst out of the water.” This "bursting out” is detailed today by cosmologists and evolutionary
biologists. What the creation story adds is the excitement, and a perspective on ourselves as part of that
g Y persp %
unfolding, that exciting response to God's call. There is an acute environmental crisis we are now

aware of. The Torah reminds us what's at stake, and why the divine world is worth fighting for.
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“And to all the animals... [I give] all the green plants for food” (Bereshit 1:30)

As an opening to Chumash Bereshit I wish to engage with mystical theories concerning the snake's
surprising ability to speak, furthermore I extract some basic categories of kashrut from our Parashah
and, most importantly, I envision utopian forms of animal vegetarianism in the messianic age, soon to

come bs“d. X232 X177 7772 RWTPT 7°1p1R 7 10 NN,

The Torah’s first weekly portion contains a Divine decree which prescribes universal vegetarianism.
Just after the completion of the earth’s evolving creation in six days or eras, God b”h utters the grand
words: “See, I give you every seed-bearing plant... and every tree that has seed-bearing fruit...; and to all
the animals... all the green plants — for food” (Bereshit 1:29-30). This formerly mandatory
vegetarianism is put forward by our Parashah in such a comprehensive, so extensive, way, that in all its
zealousy it enjoins not only on humanity to keep a vegetarian diet but also on all the domains of
animals according to all their genera and all their species. Indeed remarkable, from a theological
perspective, is therefore what an empirical look on the world reveals so indubitably: soon after the
enactment of this edict nearly ,,all have turned away“ (Tehillim 14:3), 'neither man nor beast’ abide by
this primordial imperative anymore until this very day, ", and thus to eat meat has been the pervasive
custom throughout history. Because of the particular importance of this 'original sin' in a time of
ever-increasing vegetarianism I decided to dedicate the first two weeks of my remarks on our Torah
cycle to those two questions, the fate of human and the fate of animal vegetarianism. However, in
order to follow the order of creation outlined by our holy Torah (cf. Berakhot 2a) I will address the
animals' alleged vegetarianism first. Next week, in honor of Parashat Noach, I plan to approach

humanity's vegetarianism, be“h.

That God wishes the animals to be vegetarians is surely a bit surprising, at least at first glance. How
could born carnivores and insectivorous species possibly desert their genetically determined lifestyle
and confine themselves to the herbs of the field as demanded by our Sidra? Pondering over this idea for

generations, our talmudic Sages, za“l, have handed down the following pertinent anecdote:

»[Shem, the son of Noach,] narrated: We experienced great suffering in the ark [in the days of the
Flood]... My father [who was in charge of feeding all the animals in it] did not know what he could
feed the chameleon. [Luckily], he sat down one day and peeled a pomegranate. A worm fell from it
[and the chameleon] ate it... Furthermore, the lion was afflicted with a sustaining fever [since, if he

would have been healthy, he would have devoured all the other animals]“ (Sanhedrin 108b).

What stands behind this story is the justified question how God could possibly demand of a vast
number of various animals to do what is not in their hands, namely to abstain from preying and eating
other members of their respective fauna. Does this not contradict heaven's benevolence? Is it not the

case that when 'the lions roar for prey and seek their food from God' (Tehillim 104:21) that the
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Eternal One 'opens His hand and feeds every living being according to its desires?’ (Tehillim 145:16).
And since we assume that this indeed is the case, we will have to look for a more profound way to
explain this decree, declared in times immemorial. Accordingly, deeper strands of our tradition,

namely more mystical ones, will be called for an explanation.

The way to a solution is paved by our Parashah's likewise astonishing assertion that the original snake
from Eden was capable of speaking and conversing like a human being. This prima facie slightly
mythological sounding feature of Scripture, ch“v, was considered by many authorities of our past to
be in need of an explanation as well (see Ibn Ezra's discussion there) — all the more so since in general
the Tanakh is relatively economical with outright miracles that are not 'following the way of nature’, as
the Abarbanel explains elsewhere. Consequently, we do find only two isolated speaking animals in the
entire Torah, namely the sly snake from our Parashah and the prudent she-donkey of Bil'am ben Be'or
later in Bamidbar. But on top of that, there is also a very important difference between these two
extraordinary animals regarding their respective faculty of speech: On Bil'am's donkey the Torah feels
required to comment that this pack animal's sudden conversableness is a manifest miracle, caused by a
direct Divine intervention and being at variance with its regular behavior. Concerning the snake,
however, the text seems to assume that its ability to speak (at first surprising to the student of the
Torah) was just part of its nature! Why is this so? One traditional answer is that the holiness of
Paradise was so abundant that, marvelously, it elevated all of Eden’s blessed inhabitants to
unimaginable metaphysical heights, and thereby, bestowed the faculty of speech upon the snake - and

also upon all the other animals in Eden.

But according to this approach the Garden's miraculous powers did not come to a halt at this point:
our Sages, za“l, try to draw our attention to the fact that one of the things the snake eventually was
cursed with (on leaving Paradise) was, that from that moment on it will have to crawl on the ground
(Bereshit 3:14) — whereby the Torah implies that earlier, inside Eden, the snake's mode of motion was
somehow different. Therefore, in the Midrash we hear of the idea that the snake originally resembled
big mammals, especially the camel (Avot Derabbi Natan 1)! The general thrust of these and other
chazalic statements is: in the Garden all animals were more human-like; and humanity, symbolized by
Adam, was similar to the angels (PdRE, Bereshit Rabba 12:6 and elsewhere)! And so it happened very
adequately at that stage in the world’s past that the Holy One, blessed be He, stipulated that all
animals, being on one level with humans, adopt vegetarianism and refrain from eating their fellow
creatures. Indeed an executable edict at that time. However, the sad mystical conclusion derived from
that scenario is that after humanity and all living beings had been expelled from Gan Eden because of
humanity’s sin, they lost their spiritual grandeur and, as a result, ‘degenerated’ biologically, h”y. Many
animals abandoned their strict vegetarianism; some became scavengers, others even predators, as the

cat used to say: ‘I pursue my enemies and overtake them, and I do not return until they are destroyed!
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(Perek Shirah 5). uxwn >3 117 x1 %! Only those animals, which later (at Sinai) would be classified as
kosher, retained their original state, which is why they, just as righteous humans, were considered to be
worthy to approach the sacred altar of God, and, in a meat-eating world, to be consumed as food,

owing to their inner purity.

Anyhow, having modern eyes and ears we might rightfully be inclined to take this mystical conception
of the ancient Garden to have a higher percentage of allegory than history in it. 1n%-X "7 manoam.
Nonetheless, following the Arizal we can feel encouraged to stay optimistic that these ancient ideals of
a vegetarian harmony might still be waiting for their actualization in a future Garden, soon to be
planted in the messianic era, about which it is said: “‘No eye has seen it, except for yours, God’
(Yeshayahu 64:3, cf. Sanhedrin 99a). Then the animals will finally keep their originally envisaged
vegetarianism, as the prophet proclaimed: “The wolf and the lamb shall graze together, and the lion
shall eat straw like the ox, and the snake’s food shall be earth. On all My sacred mountain nothing evil
or vile shall be done - says Hashem’ (Yeshayahu 65:25, cf. the Sifra to Vayikra 26:6, Bechukotai, 2:1-2
and the Ramban there). In those days the consummation of the world will be completed and all past
wounds will be healed. God may bless us that we shall merit to inflame Eden’s lost sparks continuously
by loving the Creator and His creatures, loving our fellow humans, respecting the earth’s animals and

increasing light in the entire world. 11x% mmn2 1271 mouw.
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Noach 5776

Why was the Tower of Babel destroyed? The people of the world were distraught after the flood.
Seeking to fill the existential emptiness within, they gathered together, found comfort in unity, and
began to build an enormous tower. We all know the spiritual awe that enormity can evoke: vast
deserts, majestic mountains, even cities and buildings. (Religious architecture often taps into this sense
of awe.) But they got it wrong: instead of letting the tower make them small, putting their
individuality in perspective before God and His universe, they saw themselves as enormously
important too. “Let us build a tower... and make us a name,” they said, and were scattered around

the world to learn that we don’t need to.

Noach 5777

Shaken by violence and global uncertainty, craving stability, the people make the wrong assumption.
“The people were of one language and the same words.” They think that through forced unity
and simplicity, they can make the world great again: a great tower, a projection of their collective ego,
will “make us a name,” overshadowing even God. But monolithic projects are a mistake - the world
after the flood is commanded to live in harmony, not monotony. The response to uncertainty in the
world doesn’t come through being identical, but from an acceptance of precisely the diversity they
fear. Therefore, the babble of Babel, the destruction of the tower and the wonderful confusion of

seventy languages, wasn’t a punishment but a blessing.

Noach 5778

“God saw Man’s great evil... his heart-thoughts were nothing but evil” This is the raw human
state: potential to hurt. How does Noah react in this climate? He remained silent, innocent. We have
other, more active, models of responding to evil (Abraham, Moses) - but there is also something to be
learned from Noah’s calmness. Building a ship, a safe-space, a womb. This is an activism of listening,
an activism of being, that complements and strengthens activism of doing. After the flood, God
reflects, “Never again will I destroy the earth, for Man’s heart is evil from youth”. Nothing
changed! The same human potential remains, but Noah’s quietness gives us strength to accept the

world first, before seeking to fix it.
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Noach 5779

The Torah introduces a new protagonist. “This is the story of Noah, Noah was a righteous
person.” But Jewish tradition likes to ignore the comma: “This is the story of Noah-Noah.” Why
not? A double Noah! The planet-saver Noah, and the drunk Noah in his tent. This is not a simple
duality, a good side and a bad, a body/soul split. We are all double, at least: different stories used to
describe the same collection of atoms that comprises our physical self. The righteous Noah is a
potential, an aspiration; Noah-the-drunkard always remains a lingering dark possibility; between

infinite other Noahs, and acutely aware of all them, the actual Noah is expressed. We must choose

which self to be!
Noach 5780

Creation was accompanied by Commandment: to flourish and grow, work and preserve, eat from
anything but one tree. Adam decided to teach Eve something else - don't even zouch the tree. And so
was religion born, and the possibility of 'sin'. The stories of Genesis are a story of this tension:
humanity recognising divine Commandment, attempting to transmit that recognition through
practice, but ultimately obscuring it in religious Law. Noah, “man of justice,” can hear God’s desire -
the same Commandment from Eden, to work and preserve. Later, after offering ritual sacrifices, he
becomes “man of the earth,” hearing almost nothing. The people of Babel turn spiritual desire into

theological systems and towers. No! Use religion to smash religion to create religion!
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“Catch us the foxes, the little foxes that ruin the vineyards— for our vineyard is in blossom™
(Shir Hashirim 2:15)

Having spoken a bit about “animals not eating animals” in the light of Paradise X220 in my first
exposition, I want to sanctify the second Parashah by turning our attention to vegetarianism proper
and - surprisingly - to the joy of alcohol. After arguing for and against human vegetarianism I will
speak about how to take some aspects of the early chapters of Bereshit historically and ‘what it is all
about’. But most importantly I address the question: How come that bread and wine traditionally
have seemed to be the most sanctified food items? This week it is an essay again, including humor and

chiddushim; yet for next week I plan to write another story, »*mya.

In our tradition we find two recurring strands of opinions on the question whether to eat meat is
actually an ideal (a “mitzvah”, as they say) or rather a concession to humanity’s overindulging nature (a
“heter”). Whatever side one prefers will decide how one understands the intricate prohibitions and
permits surrounding this topic in our and last week’s Parashah. Although I subscribe to the “heter”
approach, meaning, I believe that ultimately vegetarianism is the ideal for everyone - although not yet
in our time (X?1y2 27'p Sw myv Dw? 123 o1 NXaw), I will make a strong argument for occasional
meat-eating now, before (by afterwards ignoring it completely) I will continue with my own

exposition, >’nm.

A very exalted fruit of our mystical tradition is the idea of elevation: As taught by the Holy Zohar our
physical world supposedly came into existence through a progressive descent of upper spiritual realms.
Starting with the pure Divine Essence, b”h, lower worlds of continuously decreasing holiness were
born successively out of one another, until - in Bereshit 1:1 - our material universe came into existence!
According to this teaching, being down here, far from God, all of existence should be striving for a
re-elevation towards the higher spheres and their ultimate Source, yit’. For some mystics this concept
implied that the four classical categories of earthly existence (1. “Domem”: mute matter, stones etc.; 2.
“Tzomeach” - plants etc; 3. “Chai”: animals; 4. “Medaber”: humans) can elevate each other by
allowing themselves to be consumed by a representative of a higher category. Meaning: A plant
“elevates” the mute water by being nourished by it. The same plant in turn can be consumed by
animals (which is why vegetarianism was prescribed for them in the beginning), whereas animals can
be eaten by humans who are one step higher! For this reason (according to some mystical texts)

humans themselves are “burned” on the heavenly altars in order to be elevated to the level of angels etc.
nAR 77 apn Pw nmim.

However, according to the second approach, the “heter” approach, eating meat is actually the result of
a moral degeneration of humanity over time, r”l (or of the animals themselves (!), as the Shulchan shel
Arba of Rabbenu Bechayeh, zatza”l, puts it and his worthy student Yehoshua Yitzchak -1 taught me).
According to this intrinsically pro-vegetarian way of understanding the Torah's teachings concerning

prehistorical history, God commanded our forefathers to adopt a vegetarian diet twice:
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The first commandment of that kind was addressed to the (as some have it) 'pre-Adamite’ first human
tribe (Bereshit 1:29), that - soon after its evolving formation somewhere in Africa in the Pleistocene at
the end of the sixth cosmogonic “day” - set off to “be fruitful, to multiply and to fill the earth”. And
note very carefully that the Torah actually has a very elaborate concept of vegetarianism here: The text
distinguishes between fruits/vegetables of the ground and those of the trees. Animals are assigned the
produce of the ground alone, whereas humans are entitled to eat the ground’s and the tree’s fruits,
which hints at a similar hierarchy as the one favored by the first approach (but only relative to the
botanic domain), mwn vy o8 °2. But in any case, disregarding all subtleties, we know that in those
immemorial days not only the animals ignored the Divine meat-prohibition (as explained last week)
but, following archeological findings, we can assume that even our own human ancestors were, 1"mya,
very negligent in their observance of this unwritten law and prefered to become/stay hunter-gatherers
instead of being only gatherers. Oy! However, if we want to be “dan le’khat zekhut” concerning this
misbehavior of theirs, let us say that the reason for it was a lack of Divine blessing that would have

enabled them to forage enough plant based food.

The other instance vegetarianism was commanded was later, in the days of the Sacred Garden and the
second humanity, who may have been the ancestors of the proto-agricultural Natufian settlers in the
Land of Israel, as some say. These forefathers of ours, too, were forbidden to eat their animal
co-workers in Eden. Naturally, the fruits of this most excellent Garden in history were made to suffice.
So why eat meat? And it is very important to notice that in this later call for vegetarianism, different
from chapter 1, the Torah disregards the fruits/vegetables of the earth completely. In the Eden
account we hear only about the fruits of the trees of Paradise — like the fragrant Etrogim and all those
big Shi'urey Chazon Ish sized fruits we sometimes encounter in Halakhah. Thereby the Torah
emphasizes symbolically the higher sanctity that is obtained in the Garden: In contrast to the earlier
vegetarianism statute that applied outside of it, here in Eden you do not even have to eat vegetables

anymore, but only the fruits of the much more elevated trees.

But our Holy Torah does not hesitate to present to us the flipside as well: The higher the sanctity the
deeper the downfall! Oy! After Adam and Chavah, those two archetypical humans, ate the fruits of the
wrong trees (because vegetarianism has limits, too), they were cursed by Divine anger to redirect their
focus from the blessed fruits of the trees to the laborious fruits of the ground and - since “banned from
the table of their Father” - to invent agriculture subsequently, in order to foster the produce of the
ground alone (Bereshit 3:17), especially grain which they transformed into (proto-)bread. So grave was
the Holy One’s curse, that the fruits of the trees are not mentioned anymore at all. Their holiness
seemed to be forfeited forever. And nearly as bad as being hunter-gatherers before, our ancestor did
not only invent ways to cultivate the fruits of the ground but also to store them in steadily growing
cities. Once having adopted the style of urban life our uncle Cain taught us, humanity degenerated
morally by becoming armed evildoers, waging murder and war, subjugating women and introducing
polygamy, social stratification and slavery, r”l. And since the earth and all its produce was still cursed

(ibid. 5:29) and therefore could not nourish the ever growing human population - whose noisy mm-w

21



mbva filled the aether - the excessive consumption of meat became common again. “Shall I not punish
such deeds, says Hashem, shall I not bring retribution on a people such as this?” (Yirmeyahu 5:29).
“And it happened at the end of the seven days that the waters of the Flood came upon the earth...”
(Bereshit 7:10).

But since these antediluvian flaws were already so entrenched in the deepest core of humanity’s
character, 1”1, no complete purification was achieved by the Deluge. The new Noachidic generation
was not able to return to the old Edenic ideals. And thus the Eternal One, adjusted His wise
commandments to the actual level of humanity and relinquished His former ideals, because 1ma rx
M2 MAY? P97 M 2719 OX KX MEn 9y 1. Among others He did not forbid the consumption of
meat anymore as in old days, but narrowed the prohibition down to blood alone, which symbolized
the slaughtered animal’s essence and functioned thereby as a reminder of the original full prohibition
of animal meat. (The animals on the other hand were allowed to abandon vegetarianism completely,

only human flesh stayed forbidden to them, b”h.)

We as humans were unable to elevate ourselves to a higher level of morality back then, but the mercies
of the All-merciful have not forsaken us: After the terrible Flood God revoked the curse which He had
inflicted on the earth when we lost Paradise. Now, not only the fruits of the ground were blessed but
even the fruits of the Edenic trees fell into our reach again. “And Noach, the tiller of the soil, was the
first to plant a vineyard and so he drank of the wine...” (Bereshit 9:20-21, and I do not have to quote
the seyfa since y771 w22 M2 7). Just as bread - the pivotal produce of the ground - was the symbol
of the first era in the history of human culture (from Eden to the Flood), so the juice of the grapes - the
pivotal produce of the trees - was chosen to become the symbol of the second era (from the Flood until
today). - And yes, grapevines are halakhically counted as full trees. - To perpetuate this meaning, God
commanded to have His nessachim, flour and wine, steadily on His altar together with the Tamid
sacrifice etc. (Bamidbar 28:5-7). And from there we have it on our tables for Kiddush and other

purposes, as is widely known.

So let us be aware that every time we eat bread and drink wine in holiness we do not only revive some
sparks of the old ideal of vegetarianism (even if we do not conform to it otherwise) but also reconnect
ourselves directly back through history to Noach and from there even further back to the Garden as
well as into the messianic future when we all shall merit to drink the yain hameshumar and encounter

the full blessing of the lost past. As our Sages put it hyperbolically (Ketubbot 111b):

“The World to Come is not like this world. In this world there is suffering involved in picking grapes
and in pressing them [in order to prepare wine]. But in the World to Come one will be able to bring a
single grape in a wagon or on a boat and set it down in a corner of one’s house and supply from it
enough for a large jug.”
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Lech Lecha 5776

Abraham has no boundaries. Already on the road, God commands him to “Go forth... to the land I
will show you.” The land is never explicitly shown, and Abraham never stops going. The first thing
he does in Canaan is leave it, going further down to Egypt, then back and forth throughout the land.
His tent is open on four sides, welcoming travellers. His name is changed to ‘Father of many nations’.
True to his name, he intervenes on behalf of the people of Sodom and in the battle of nine kingdoms.
The boundaries between him and God are thin; their desires overlap. Each of the forefathers is a model

for us: let us learn from Abraham openness, kindness, freedom.

Lech Lecha 5777

“Go forth from your land... and be a blessing.” God’s first sentence to the man who will become
Abraham contains two enigmatic commandments, imperatives of totality. Go forth: submit
absolutely to the unknown. The fear and exhilaration of a parachute jump, of a first kiss. The world
around is burning, the path ahead remains unclear, contradictions abound. How to proceed? Be a
blessing. Fight the continual chaos, not with strength, but with wild gentleness, with fiery kindness.
Bless others, releasing their potential, and be yourself a source of blessing, raw potential expressing
itself in ever-changing forms. Abraham, unbounded wanderer, trusting in his journey, his tent open

on all sides to welcome strangers, teaches what it is to be truly free.

Lech Lecha 5778

“Go forth... to the place I will show you.” It is tempting to try to transcend our ties to ‘place’. After
all, the man who will become Abraham was already transient when God commanded him to go forth,
and the first thing he does in Canaan is leave it. Souls are infinite, holiness can be everywhere, assigning
meaning to one place is to diminish the significance of all other places. And yet: Abram returns to the
same place, re-sanctifying it. We a7e material objects and relate to this world through material objects,
not through abstract thoughts. We know holy spaces, seeped in memories, pain or love. Rather than

transcend the idea, let us acknowledge holy spaces and use their power.
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Lech Lecha 5779

Hagar, cast out to the desert, finds an oasis of hope. An angel calls her by name, predicts her giving
birth to a warrior son called Ishmael, “for God has heard (shama) your suffering.” Which
demands more of us: hearing or seeing? For Hagar responds to this promise by giving God a new
name, “You are El Roi, for I see further after you saw me (707%)!” All names of God are attempts
to vocalise our deepest aspirations: Hagar wishes her tears to be seen, not just understood. In forcing
God to see her this way, she becomes a seer in God's image; she can go back to face the indifferent

world, and see those who need to be seen.
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My contribution to the Torah’s third Parashah is a midrashic story about the early life of our father
Avraham, a”h. In Bereshit and Noach the Torah dealt with the universal pre-history of our earth.
Now, in Lech Lecha, we finally begin the Divinely revealed exposition of the Jewish people’s very
particular genesis, starting with Avraham’s exodus from Mesopotamia. Famously, the Written Torah
remains silent on the reason for that singular man’s election by God, b”h. However, our Sages, za”l,
had a lot to say about this topic. My creative interpretations of these events are nourished by

traditional midrashim, commentaries and modern insights, written in three parts.

IN A QUIET AUTUMN NIGHT Nanna let the dim light of the new moon shine on Ur - his
splendid city in the blessed land of Sumer in southern Mesopotamia. Nanna, the god of the moon, was
filled with sublime pride in those days. Nanna had built and fostered his metropolis over many
generations, so that very soon Ur would become the world’s largest and most advanced city, leading in
culture and science, mathematics, astronomy, astrology and - most importantly - the worship of the
divine pantheon chaired by Nanna. The barbarian tribes of the Gutians, who for so long had
threatened the Sumerian culture with destruction, were - at Nanna’s command - forever shut away in
the distant Zagros mountains. And thus, understandably, Nanna was complacently smiling over his
handiwork. But what Nanna did not know was that in that night a child had been born in Ur that
eventually would bring Nanna’s reign to an end. From that night on history was determined to blot
Nanna’s name out from universal memory: For one of his city’s sons was destined to arise to discover

that Nanna was nothing but an illusion.

Towards the end of the 3rd millennium BCE three brothers lived in the city of Ur: Nachor, the oldest,
who was also the direct image, in shape and mind, of his irascible father Terach the craftsman; after
him, next in the line of birth, was Avram, the middle brother, about whose superb deeds we will hear
more soon; and finally came the youngest son Haran, who would stand in Avram’s shadow. Their
constantly suffering but extraordinarily modest mother Amatlai loved Avram and Haran, whereas

Terach, the abusive father, favored Nachor.

And this is the story of Terach: Terach was a dedicated devotee of Nanna, to whom he ascribed all of
his life’s successes. Born a mediocre artisan in an economically thriving city, fortune’s humor decreed
that this selfsame Terach should make a great career and become the chief cult statues manufacturer
for all of Ur’s manifold sanctuaries. Being thereby assured of the gods’ never-ceasing blessing, Terach
allowed himself to leave his wife’s warm conjugal bed every other night and to frequent the not so
privileged and not so holy districts of Nanna’s city. However, given Terach’s social standing and piety,

the priesthood of Nanna’s temple enabled his three sons to rise even a step further on the ladder of
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prestige, and to be trained as astronomers - Nanna’s favorite science. But lo and behold, at that time

Heaven had already begun to turn against the sinful city and its god.

And so it came to pass, when Avram was 13 years old, that he and his younger brother Haran were
playing in their father’s atelier, after having returned from the temple school in the afternoon. Their
parents being off-site, the two boys were wielding their staffs and rods in an innocent manner, staging
the Sumerian kings of the past’s glorious wars with the uncultured Gutians. And it happened, while
they were such playing, that Avram unintentionally smashed a small Nanna statue to the ground!
Although youthful anxiety let his heartbeat go up for a moment, he calmed down shortly afterwards:
“Nu, it is just a clay statue”, said Avram, “Nanna won’t be too angry.” But soon he would discover

how deeply mistaken he was.

Terach, lead by his firstborn son Nachor, entered the studio, yelling and battering. The father’s wrath
had been stirred over many years by disappointed expectations towards this son of his, who was so
dissimilar from his beloved Nachor. The raging patriarch immediately put the teenage middle son over
his knee and shouted an impious prayer: “May Nanna forgive you for desecrating his holy image. You
are truly your mother’s deepest shame! If Nanna should stop watching over us, the Gutians would
surely overrun us.” Cursing was he, Terach the nefarious artisan, while Avram’s eyes, brimming with
tears, were fixated at the thick bricks and bitumen the big house’s walls were made of - those cursed
bricks which the founders of Sumer’s civilization had invented in the nearby city of Eridu many
centuries ago, before the gods in their anger scattered them all over. Finally, Terach’s fury abated and
his mind returned to its full strength. He turned his face to his oldest son: “Nachor, my son, lock away
our family’s Terafim (Penates) and watch them continuously, lest Avram or one of his kind will break

them, to0o.” And having ordered such, Terach left the room.

Haran, who had been spared by his father’s encroaching rage, was not yet mature enough to express his
compassion for his beloved brother Avram in a supportive manner. And so he left the scene,
intimidated. But the mercy of the God of Truth is steadily on His pious ones. And thus Divine
comfort was sent to console the traumatized Avram: His three year old half sister Sarai had been
watching everything silently from the corner of the room. Slowly she approached her wounded
brother who was still sitting on the atelier’s dusty ground among the shards of the idol. She kissed his
wounds and hugged him with the truest loving-kindness - and Avram hugged her back. And thus

Avram found comfort after being alienated from his father.

In that night Avram had a wordless vision - a kind of dream he had never dreamed before. He did not
know what it meant or where it came from. But he would keep it hidden in his heart for many years.
From that moment on he was convinced that bad morals cannot be pleasing to the Divine realm. From
that moment on Avram, the son of Terach, the descendant of Ever, the descendant of Shem, peace be
upon him, sensed his Creator - though many years would still have to pass until the seed from that day

would be ripe to blossom...
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Vayera 5776

Cast out in the desert, Hagar leaves her son and turns away so as not to see him die. An angel
intervenes, bringing forth water. “For God has heard the voice of the child, as he is.” These last three
words are edifying. The only sin against God is falschood. False actions, false promises, false idols, false
priorities, false prayers are all despised. Our voices are only heard — are only meaningful — when we are
“as we are”. God hears the true cries of the mother and child, and answers two truths: hold his hand
and open your eyes. When we are true to ourselves, we are able to create bonds with others, and see the
world, too, “asitis.”

Vayera 5777

Abraham’s test isn’t being commanded something difficult, and his success isn’t in doing it despite the
difficulty. If anything, that’s Isaac’s test: he knows exactly what God wants and does it willingly - a
simple believer, like a fundamentalist, a nationalist, a communist: any -ist who relies on their -ism to
give them clear instructions. Abraham was told “through Isaac shall you continue” and then “take
your son and raise him as a sacrifice”. Two contradicting statements: yet Abraham was able to
believe both at once. His success wasn’t in rationalising or choosing one over the other, but in acting
even though he wasn’t sure. If we’re sure - we’re wrong. If we do nothing - we’re wrong. This is our

test, too.

Vayera 5778

Religious life dwells on the border of certainty. When a loved one is unwell, we do our best: treat them
with the best medicine we can, create healing conditions, and hope it will be enough. That hope, fully
developed, is prayer. Only the stone-hearted can be certain in their actions, confident in the statistics
and mechanics of medicine. Of course, only to hope, without action, is spiritual idiocy. Strong prayer,
exploring feelings of uncertainty, often reminds one of what more can be done in the realm of action
to change a situation. When these two modes of living are in harmony - action and prayer, confidence

and doubt, responsibility and hope - God can be said to be present in our lives.
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Part 2. If you are curious to know, what happened before Avraham, a”h, started his journey to Canaan
and became “the pillar of the entire world”, enjoy the reading! For the last Parasahah I described
Avraham’s childhood as a boy in the world’s biggest metropolis, Ur in Sumer, in the late 3rd
millennium BCE and his early doubts concerning the established form of morals and religion. In the
present short story our future father is in the prime of his life, namely in his 40s, and comes into
conflict with Nimrod, mnzy p>rw, the King of Akkad.

NNTIND "1 .11, 009w 071207 071 W o Tabnn K91 ,1npoTa L1 1°AR 071aR D 1 ThRtnn N 13910 191 100 om
P11 ,NPNNT.

NOW IT CAME ABOUT in the course of those many days that Sargon, the King of the Sumerian
federation, died. After a short struggle for power his grandson Nimrod was enthroned in Akkad,
Sumer’s erstwhile seat of government. Filled with pride over his political victory in the capital,
Nimrod’s young age and his thereby caused juvenileness debauched him to pursue a life of corruption,
of viciousness and violence, and of aulic fornication. But Nimrod loved Nanna more than all the other
gods of the pantheon, like no other king before or after him had loved Nanna - and the god of the
moon loved Nimrod, too. That is why history would know Nimrod later as “Naramsin”, the beloved

of Nanna.

And it came to pass, when Nimrod had conquered all the barbarians north and west of Mesopotamia,
that his heart enticed him to become even haughtier: and in his capacity as Nanna’s highest servant he
declared himself a son of Nanna and a deity himself. Vested with this new divine power the king
planned to march his army towards the Zagros mountains of the east soon to wage war against the

cursed Guteans. Thereby, he envisioned, he would become the ruler of the entire world.

In those dark days Avram turned 40 years old in Ur. He and his younger brother Haran were diligent
astronomers in Nanna’s temple, whereas Nachor labored in the workshop of Terach his father.
Avram’s earlier pubertal revelation kept his heart steadily in motion, but until now he had not been
able to mold it into a coherent worldview. In the meantime Haran had become father of three
teenagers: his benevolent firstborn son Lot, followed by his daughters Milkah and Yiskah. Avram
however, whose secret love belonged only to his half-sister Sarai and to his brother Haran, had never

married.

One morning a delegation from Akkad arrived at Ur’s main sanctuary. The herald proclaimed:
“Nimrod, the god of Akkad, the beloved of Nanna, the ruler of the black-headed people and the entire
world, wishes to celebrate the spring festival at Nanna’s temple in his beloved city of Ur in order to
find favor in Nanna’s eyes. On this occasion the Great King will lay the foundation stone for a Great
Ziggurat in Nanna’s honor. The central part of the festival shall be conducted in the ancient manner

of Ishtar and Tammuz. Afterwards the Great King will go to war against the Guteans.”

33



Exuberant joy spread among the priesthood of Ur. After all King Nimrod had announced that he
would build a big Ziggurat for them! And so the majority of Nanna’s astronomers and astrologers
were inclined to accept also the King’s sacrilegious demand to follow in Ishtar’s and Tammuz’
footsteps. For what was that about? Nimrod asked thereby for a form of worship that the rites of
Sumer and Akkad had not allowed of already for many centuries: In his disreputable piety Nimrod
planned to engage in semi-public ritualised sexual intercourse with a priestess of Nanna, in which the
deified King would impersonate the god of the moon himself.

This kindled the anger of Avram, the son of Amatlai and Terach; an anger he had never felt before. It
was a Divinely inspired anger, ignited by the fire of his childhood revelation. And Avram’s anger
burned against the messengers of the King and against all of the priests: “Are the exalted gods perhaps
human beings that they are in need of sexual satisfaction? And do human creatures perhaps dwell in
heaven that they can deliberately call themselves gods? And what will become of that poor priestess?
Truly, I'say to you, that your greed has corrupted you.”

Two young astrologers were among the priests, Utuhengal and Urnammu by name, the forefathers of
the Egyptian sorcerers Yanis and Yambris. And having listened to Avram’s rebuke, the power-hungry
Urnammu retorted temerariously: “O Avram, the wisest of us all, have you not heard that all the
heroes of the past were divinized by the gods? And is not Nimrod, the ruler of the whole world, greater
than them all? Surely, Avram, you have certainly strayed into clear error. You blaspheme not only the
holy name of the King but also the name of Nanna and all the gods. And undoubtedly your brother
takes part in your conspiracy.” And so they arrested Avram and Haran and kept them prisoners in Ur
until the first month of spring arrived. “Their heresy shall be judged by the King”, the priests said - and
they did not allow anybody to see them.

And in their distress Avram and Haran called on to Nanna and all the gods from the prison, but there
was none who responded or heeded. Gloom filled their hearts and a deep depression fell upon them
for winter’s many months. Then Avram spoke to Haran: “O beloved son of my mother, I have
contemplated the issue. And know you, that since my childhood I carry a burden with me and
uncertainty has accompanied me continuously: Truly, the celestial bodies, their spirits, and even the
gods they represent, are not the most exalted beings. They, too, have to serve a Highest God, the
sublime and invisible One, the Creator of Heaven and Earth. So Nanna and his kind are not to be

worshipped at all.”

But Haran said: “Your propositions seem to be unverifiable, O friend of my soul, and most dangerous
at that. Perhaps it is the hardship of the hour that drives you to desperation. So let us see: If the King
grants us life, I will thoroughly investigate the matter with you. But for the time being, I will have to

stick to Nanna and the gods of our ancestors.”

Avram turned aside and wept and Haran turned aside and wept. It was in this very moment that the

Eternal One, blessed be He, decreed that Avram would become the father of many nations, whereas
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Haran would die in the presence of Terach his father, in the land of his nativity, in Ur of the

astrologers.

And it came to pass, when the spring festival neared, that King Nimrod entered Ur in a magnificent
procession. Soon the preparations for the coming celebration would be completed and a foundation
pit for the Ziggurat was excavated. Then Urnammu, the cunning astrologer, approached Nimrod: “O
King, may you live forever. There are two former priests of Nanna in your royal prison, both defy not
only you but the god of the moon himself. If it please the King, let an edict be issued, that the
foundation of Nanna’s Ziggurat be paved with their ashes. All people will see it and learn to fear the
King.” - That is why Urnammu would later be known as “Amrafel”, because it was he who counseled
Nimrod to throw Avram into the fiery furnace. - And the proposal found favor in the eyes of the
King...
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Chayei Sarah 5776

“Isaac went out to speak [lasuach] in the field.” Each of the forefathers, just like us, had a unique
relationship with God, and this is reflected in their style of prayer. Isaac is a man of the field. He
surrounds himself with plants [s7ach], draws on their vitality and uses the world-as-it-is to permeate his
prayers for a world-as-it-could-be. Yet his prayer is neither brazenly arrogant nor overly humble - it’s
simply a conversation [sichah], almost like one between good friends. The three commandments “love
the stranger”, “love your neighbour” and “love your God” draw on the same love. Sometimes, prayer
can be simple conversation; conversation between friends can be sacred; going out into the real world

an act of sanctification.

Chayei Sarah 5777

Abraham sends his servant to find a bride for his son Isaac, fulfilling his own personal story; the
servant then tells a story that convinces Rebecca to agree to marry him. Stories are connected to reality,
but filtered through the eyes of the teller and the eyes of the listener. In reality, things happen; in
stories, they are seen. Rebecca first enters our story at the water-spring (eyn-hamayim), and later lifts
her eyes (eynayim) to see Isaac -- the man coming from another eyz and who also lifts his eyes to see
her. Their gaze meets, love is mentioned explicitly for the first time in the Torah, and a new story is
created between them. Let us see stories in everyone!

Chayei Sarah 5778

Eliezer is charged with finding a fitting partner for Isaac. Overwhelmed, he describes the miracle he
wishes to see: the perfect woman, overflowing with loving-kindness, will offer water both to him and
to his camels. Immediately, Rebecca comes along and does exactly that! But miracles are not
supernatural. Everything happens as it must, waiting to be interpreted. If Rebecca hadn't fulfilled the
criteria, someone else would have, and the story would have continued seamlessly. Two things make
this encounter a miracle: Eliezer acknowledges it as such, thanking God; and the honest and daring
Rebecca, asked if she will join him, says “I will,” actively choosing to participate in the miracle she
happened to create. Let us interpret the world miraculously!
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Chayei Sarah 5779

Abraham is the paradigm of absolute freedom, crossing boundaries, open to the world and God within
it. Even the story of the binding of Isaac could be conceived of as a lucid meditation on the possibility
of giving up his beloved son, recorded in the Torah as a drama. But when his wife Sarah dies,
detachment exercises and Wanderlust are insufficient. He is alone, repeating “shemaeini - please,
listen to me.” In searching for a tomb and communal help, he shows that he is still grounded in the
physical world. Good! We are bodies, molecules, matter; we are in and attached to this world; the
death of anyone beloved or innocent should hurt us deeply; spirituality doesn't need to overcome

anything.
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This week’s Parashah is the final part of the Torah’s account of Avraham’s life, a”h. Hence, I, too,
want to finish my short story about Avraham Avinu’s adolescence and adulthood in Ur (Sumer), his
hometown, this week. So far Avram and his brother Haran have been detained in the royal prison of
Ur, waiting for their trial. Following our tradition, Nimrod Harasha, v’n>, will have to throw both of

them into the fiery furnace soon. At least for Avram things will turn out well, since opwy? ox ™17 X2
20777 12 N 0°3%0 DYy N,

THE KING’S PALACE garden in Ur was prepared, thrones were set in place and all people, high and
low alike, were summoned. The royal concubines stood to the right and the empire’s ministers to the
left. The court sat and books were opened. Then Nimrod took his seat. Behold, this was the King’s
grand show trial! And there, the prison guards brought Avram and Haran and they positioned them
opposite Nimrod. Old Terach was among the audience, as were his desperate wife Amatlai, their
children Nachor and Sarai as well as Haran’s three children, Lot, Milkah and Yiskah. They were
consumed by dread from within, and so were the two culprits. Haran remained silent, but Avram had

to speak.

The King’s throat was an open grave, a mouth that spoke boastfully. And the King said: “O Avram,
are you and your brother not astrologers of Nanna the highest? And are you not servants of the King,
Nanna’s only-begotten son on earth? And if I am your master, where is the reverence due me? Woe

betide you, O priests, that despise my name!”

And Avram lifted his voice and spoke: “All my life I have studied the nightly sky. And I know that the
moon and the sun, even all the heavenly hosts, are nothing but servants of a higher God - a God our
world has never fathomed. Many years I was silent and I did not know the way. But now, since we all
are witnesses to the decay of our culture, even reaching its very low point, a Divine fire blazes up in my
heart, a hammer that shatters rock! Humans are made into gods and gods into base humans. Our most
cherished values are fame and fornication, violence and imperialism! I say to you, O King, that it
would surely be better to leave our infamous civilization behind and to renounce urban life altogether.
Neither Nanna nor you are divine. Rather the ire of Heaven lies on us since the time of the Flood and
until this very day. And unavoidably, the Gutians will invade Sumer soon to destroy us on that

account.”

On hearing Avram’s brave speech, Nimrod rent his garments: “Into the fire! May the ashes of these
heretics, these Gutian spies, be consecrated to the gods they scorned! And all their women, their sisters
and daughters, shall become property of the royal harem.” And Avram darted a coy look at Sarai,
whom he had not seen for the many months he and Haran had been in prison. In his lifelong covert

love for her, he had covenanted with his eyes never to gaze on any other maiden.

40



Then Avram and Haran were lead through rows of furious Sumerians, right to the large pit that had
been dug for the later Ziggurat of Nanna. The two brothers were holding hands, while the citizens of
Ur were pulling the hair of the condemned, shouting to the escorting guards: “Take them out, take

'”

them out!” And Haran said to Avram: “You were right.” In that hour, their elderly mother Amatlai
fainted, fell backward and died; and also Haran’s daughter Yiskah went and hanged herself in her
paternal house. Eventually, grandmother and granddaughter, as well as Haran, would be buried

together outside of Ur’s city walls. And there they rest until the time of the resurrection draws near.

Then Utuhengal and Urnammu, that is Amrafel, and all the priests and astrologers of Nanna came and
they threw Avram and Haran into the - by then fiery - construction trench, and Nimrod stood above
them. Haran’s son Lot cried bitterly and so did Sarai, but the mob applauded. But behold! Instead of
two pitiful dead persons three living ones were discernible from among the flames. The crowd lapsed
slowly into silence. Nanna’s noisy city fell quiet. After a short while one of the three men nonetheless
fell dead to the ground. Another one climbed out of the pit. He was nearly unhurt, although visibly
shocked and naked at that. It was Avram.

After Avram straightened himself, he found himself standing before the King. In the meantime the
third person had vanished from among the flames, unobserved. Nimrod was awe-stricken. But after a
few moments of timid reverence had passed, he hardened his heart again. He bawled: “I expel you and
your entire family from Ur and all of Sumer. Get yourself out of this country and die somewhere else,
where it pleases the gods. Join the nomadic Amurru on the other side of the Euphrates, if you despise
our cities so much. I shall never see your face again.” And on that same day Nimrod cancelled his

expedition against the Gutians. The King appointed Urnammu as governor of Ur and returned to

Akkad in hot anger.

Terach assembled his remaining family immediately. They had to leave everything behind: the atelier,
the tools and all their goods. Only their family gods, the Terafim, were they allowed to take along with
them. Impoverished, the diminished family of Terach set forth, endowed only with a tent, going in the
direction of K’na’an, the distant land of the Amurru. And for the rest of their lives neither Terach nor

Nachor spoke a word to Avram concerning the incidents of Ur.

After a few days on the road Nachor suggested that the small and outcast family grow together even
tighter. And so Nachor married his niece, Milkah, Haran’s remaining daughter. But Avram took Sarai
as his wife. And Avram loved her and found comfort after Haran’s death; and together they adopted
their nephew Lot.

And while they were going northwards, wandering from place to place, they passed by a burning
Sumerian city and wondered: “Is not the powerful Nimrod the protector of all cities?” A group of
Gutian warriors came towards them from the direction of that city - and, providentially, they mistook
Terach’s small family for Amurru. So Terach said to them: “Where are you marching?” “We are on

our way to Akkad”, they replied. “Soon we will overrun this country, burn the capital to the ground
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and kill the King of the Sumerians. The gods have given everything into our hands.” For a short
moment Terach faltered. Then he said: “May the gods grant you success.”

Eventually, the family came to a place called Charran in Northern Mesopotamia, far from Sumer,
where Nanna was worshipped just as diligently as in Ur. So the obstinate Nachor said: “Nanna has
given us rest. Let us settle here.” And he forced Avram, Sarai and Lot to stay there with him. And in
the course of many years they became shepherds and their flocks multiplied wherever they turned, and
they lived a happy second life. Nachor and Terach had their religious way, and Avram and Sarai had
theirs. Yet, after a few decades, when Avram was 75 years old and he thought himself close to death, he
became very distressed as a result of the course his life had taken since the day on which he heard that
Nimrod had declared himself the son of the moon. Was Avram after all mistaken and should thank
Nanna for this second blessing, this new beginning in Charran? Had his youthful revelation mislead
him into error? Was he responsible for the death of his beloved brother, his mother and his niece? And

truly, Avram was exceedingly confused.

But it came about, while Avram was still pondering these issues, that the Eternal One, the Highest
God, the Only God, the Creator of Heaven and Earth, finally had mercy with Avram. And it
happened in the middle of a moonless night, that He, blessed be His name, removed the curtain and,
suddenly, all of Avram’s doubts disappeared. And He said: “I am El Elyon, the God you have been
searching for since your childhood. It was Me, who sent His angel to rescue you from the Fire of the
Astrologers. And now... GO FORTH from your land, from your clan and from your father’s house to
the land that I will show you...
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Toldot 5776

Rebecca's pregnancy is painful and turbulent. Feeling the discord in her womb, she cries out “If so,
why am I?” This is one of the most poignant prayers I know, an existential howl against the world, a
question that resonates throughout the generation, as yet unanswered. “And she went to demand
God.” Rebecca’s response to her suffering is to demand meaning. If she is to live, it will not be mere
survival, but a life that recognises and responds to holiness, a life that puts the past and present in
relation to the future. Jewish response to struggle, to internal and social suffering, has always been a

defiant “bechol zot” - be that as it may, despite everything, we continue forwards.

Toldot 5777

Rebecca responds to the pains of pregnancy with an urgent prayer: she “demands God”. The answer
she gets is that her womb contains two children, two nations, a painful contradiction - Jacob, timid
tent-dweller, and Esau, hunter-gatherer. Easy enough, in a nationalist reading, to look for good guys
and the bad guys, pretend that Jacob was better than Esau. But Jacob really only became whole in
resolving these contradictions, integrating Esau’s personality within his own. With “the voice of
Jacob and hands of Esau”, he learns the earthy beauty of the smell of the fields, of taking action, of
truly honouring parents. Jacob is only a réle-model in his dynamic relationship to the Other:

continuously distinguishing himself from, and learning from.

Toldot 5778

When Eliezer’s task is completed, when he finds the perfect woman he sought, he exclaims: “Blessed is
God!”, baruch hashem. This has become a frequent, spontaneous exclamation of gratitude. What does
such a verbalisation do to our consciousness? Blessings, like most religious acts, let the ego surrender
illusions of control, let us admit that reality could have been otherwise, and let the thankfulness grow
from a place of humility and awe. We are thankful for food, for lovers, for health - by acknowledging
them together with baruch hashem, we admit that they could also have been absent. So too, when
Avimelech makes peace with Isaac, he says “Now you are baruch bhashem” - a source and teacher of

this consciousness of gratitude.
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Toldot 5779

Land is continuous, but we can draw maps and name each side of the borders, if we want. We can split
ourselves too, if it's useful. Rav Sheshet would cry “Rejoice, my soul! For you I struggle! For you I
study!” Isaac also spoke about his soul in the third person. “Bring food I love, that my soul may
bless you.” Rebecca quotes him with a significant difference, ending “...that I may bless you before
God.” She sees things as they are, the playfulness of language: ‘me’, ‘my soul’ - but she also knows
when to utter the most important words of all: ‘T, ‘you’. We can be playful, wear Jacob’s voice and

Esau’s skin, but there remains a core ‘I.
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For this Parashah I have a few historico-esoteric insights into the various relations of the Abrahamic

religions to one another on the basis of our Parashah. Enjoy!

Our ancestor, Avraham Avinu, a”h, was chosen to beget a community that would serve the entire
g Y
human family as a symbolic exemplar, sparking a light of high ethics, profound wisdom and exalted

holiness.
130 PN 593 95 12 199330 ,31EYY 1T 18D HOMS 19 BTRaNy

“Avraham is to become a great and populous nation and all the nations of the world shall be blessed
through him. For I have chosen him that he may instruct his children and his household after him to
keep the way of the Eternal One, namely, to do what is just and right”, (Bereshit 18:18-19).

However, from our Parashah we learn, that the primary responsibility to be a blessing for the world
does not rest on all of Avraham’s descendants. It rather lies first and foremost on the house of Ya’akov,
who was his grandfather’s exact likeness, >t omx3, and all his Jewish descendants. On Ya’akov’s
fraternal twin brother Esav, on the other hand, as well as on their seven paternal uncles headed by

Yishmael, this task is enjoined only to a lesser degree.

But! This honorable mission of Yisrael is subject to meeting a condition: If the Jewish people exhibit
the highest standard of morality, wisdom etc., they do indeed draw heavenly blessing on their human
brothers and sisters and hasten the common weal. But if not, 1'n, they misappropriate the tool
bestowed on them, they clog the metaphysical pipes and obstruct humanity’s elevation. "x! And what
happens if the Jewish people misbehaves in such a way and transgresses Avraham’s positive
commandment of “You shall be a blessing”? Should the rest of the world suffer on their account?! In

that case, “relief and deliverance will come to them from another source:
Yitzchak hints at this case of emergency, moi1 7772, in his blessing to Esav:

“And you shall serve your brother (Yisrael). But if it should happen, that his descendants depart from
the ways of the Torah and you will have to suffer too much, then you shall break their yoke from your

neck” (combined Targumim and Mefarshim).

What is this “independence” of Esav - that is Edom - from his brother all about? In order to
understand this deeply, we have to consider a halakhic principle: Concerning the laws of family
inheritance our tradition teaches us that “if a man dies [and has no descendants]..., the inheritance
returns to his father. If his father is not alive anymore, we look to the father’s other offspring, being the
brothers of the deceased” (MT, Hilchot Nachalot 1:1-3); which means in our case: When Ya’akov is
temporarily (davka - since God’s covenant with him is eternal, 7" ,n7%1 *32 KT °8n2 X21) hindered and

cannot fulfill his “blessing” obligations, let his closest living relative, meaning his brother Esav, try it!

And sadly, this is what happened in the era of the Second Temple. Our Sages transmitted that in those
days the Jewish people was filled with baseless hatred! Consequently it split into various sects and
finally it kept the Torah’s Divine ordinances only out of legalism, 71, (Bava Metzia 30b). And thus,
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Yisrael did not only fail to illuminate the world, but also actively added to its darkness. Therefore, for
the time being, a few shining sparks had to be taken away from the Jewish people and be given to its
brother Edom, which is the Roman civilization, as our tradition teaches us. (There exist a few
approaches concerning the question, in what way Rome can be identified with Edom. In my opinion,
the most important ones are those of the Abarbanel and the Netziv, za”], (both are based on the
Yosippon) and that of our saintly teacher and master, the Vilna Gaon, nm%%px1). In Edom’s bosom
these sparks could be nurtured and eventually grow into - from a Jewish perspective necessarily -
imperfect but partially inspired religion. That religion would later be called Christianity, whose task it

was to bring blessings to the nations of the world as well.

But oy va’avoy! Very soon Christianity, too, strayed too far from what could be considered to be “just
and right” as seen through the Abrahamic lenses. Not only that it entered a contract with the
established Roman imperial system (instead of overthrowing it) but it also compromised the Divine
sparks it was entrusted with by distancing itself early from mere monotheism (by rejecting
Adoptionism) and afterwards eliminating successively those theological notions that kept relatively

close to the original Divine intent (Subordinationism in any form, eventually Arianism).

And thus, Edom failed as well. “And if the deceased (namely, metaphorically, Ya’akov, nn &% 172x 2py)
has no brothers..., the inheritance returns to his father’s father. If his father’s father is not alive
anymore, we look to the father’s father’s other offspring, being the brothers of the deceased’s father”
(MT, Hilchot Nachalot, ibid.); which means for us: Since Edom did not handle his inherited Divine
mission properly, Yishmael and his brothers had to step in.

How? When the last non-Niceno-Constantinopolitan Germanic kings were assimilating into the
dominant church culture in the 6th and 7th centuries CE, Providence had to awaken the spirit of that
distant Kedarite prophet from Mecca, namely Muhammad, a”’h. Stemming from the seed of Yishmael
our uncle, it was his task to counter Edom’s errancy with pure Abrahamic monotheism. And so, Islam
arose and brought Hagar’s and Keturah’s blessing unto humanity (73 >xynwew 779 Xiw1 ,wr1pn 92
1712 729717 KXY .oNnw T¥ 017X 12°K1 N 1°). But with Islam also the political “Melech Hanegev”, m1m1 7173,

came into the world, that was not much better than Rome. And thus, also Yishmael failed.

And since in the end brother Edom and uncle Yishmael behaved even worse than the afflicted Yisrael,
a daily Bat Kol goes forth from Mount Chorev, proclaiming Heavenly regret on the Jewish people’s
Churban and the infidelity of its relatives, kivyachol, and sais:

“Woe unto humankind etc.; all have turned bad, altogether foul etc. (Tehillim 14:3)!

What do I gain here? - declares the Eternal One - For My people [Yisrael] has been carried off for
nothing.

Their mockers [Edom and Yishmael] howl - declares the Eternal One - and constantly, unceasingly,
My Name is reviled (Yeshayahu 52:5).
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That is why My heart yearns for him [Yisrael]. I will receive him back in love, declares the Eternal
One” (Yirmeyahu 31:20).

In our era the Jewish people has the potential to make a major difference again, to be a full light and
blessing for the entire world: in ethics, activism, philosophy, science and (the long ignored) theology.
Ya’akov’s original chosenness was never forfeited, and in the last 200 years the Jews’ creative spirit was

clearly revived.

INRD) ANTIAY NN PRI, (PRI DFTR 17°07T) PRAN AR 79 1271 ,2108 (9RIW? 1777 2173 1733) 12 YR :XN92 1
(nwmmn nwan

- Megillah 9b.

However, since “we add to holiness and do not subtract from it”, just as Yisrael cannot lose its sanctity
and mission, so, too, Edom and Yishmael cannot - after they have been assigned a specific, albeit
limited, role in the big task of being a blessing for humanity. Thus, in our time, Ya’akov, Esav and

Yishmael are called upon to be a harmonic and cooperative family, not competitors.

But if the Jewish people internally, and the Abrahamic family as a whole, is divided through hatred
and sectarianism, vile thoughts and wicked deeds, religious fanaticism and secular ignorance - as we
perceive it with our own very eyes - then we are blocking the Divine channels again. ,miymamm wwn? wn
2. So let us hope that soon days will come, in which “Yisrael shall be a third partner with Mitzraim
and Ashur, as a blessing on earth” (Yeshayahu 19:25). In those messianic days the Jewish people will let
its light shine again, purge the religions of Edom and Yishmael and strive for the most exalted holiness,
just as our ancestors Avraham, Yitzchak and Ya’akov did. “And the many nations shall go and say:
‘Come, let us go up to the Mountain of the Eternal One, to the House of the God of Ya’akov, that He

may instruct us in His ways’” (ibid. 2:3).
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Vayetze 5776

Jacob wakes up from a dream-encounter with God, and is shaken. “God is truly in this place, and I
did not know!” A relationship with a transcendent God tends to sanctify actions, words, intentions
and times rather than places; later Judaism expresses such a relationship in “places” such as prayer,
Shabbat and commandments. Medieval commentator Ibn Ezra responds to this verse “I dare not
explain it, though it contains a wonderful secret.” Maybe the secret is this: places can also be holy,
but not intrinsically so: relationship sanctifies place. (All lovers know this.) Jacob’s astonishment is not
that he discovered a new holy place, but that the encounter has created a sense of holiness that he had

never before noticed.

Vayetze 5777

Time ticks differently for Jacob. A short dream of angels and ladders gives him strength and purpose
for his entire life. He lives out his entire life in such dream-time. The sun rises, time passes, as it always
does, but Jacob sets it within a meaningful personal narrative: “the sun rose for him.” Fourteen years
of work pass by “like single days, because of his love for Rachel.” Time doesn't have to happen to
us, we can be active too. A standard reward in the Torah is to merit “long days”. Rather than growing
old (this is forbidden!), long days mean full days, sacred days, days of purpose, days whose rhythm is

measured not by a clock, but by love.

Vayetze 5778

“Leah’s eyes were weak; Rachel was tremendously beautiful.” Jacob falls in love with Rachel,
obviously, Rachel-the-obvious. But to become an inspirational leader, to become a myth, he can’t
remain superficial. So, to his surprise, “morning came - and she was Leah!” Suddenly, nothing is
obvious: Leah-the-mysterious, the hidden, the secret. Jacob has to struggle to integrate these two
modes of seeing the world. The revealed is important, it’s the arena in which we play out our lives. Yet
the mysterious is even more so. The material world (livelihood, aesthetics, policies, language) should
not be rejected, but needs to tap into the power of the hidden, of concepts that can hardly be named
(purpose, passton, belief, truth). Falling-in-love has to become love.
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The best drug out there is the study of our Torah. ““My children, I created the evil inclination [in
everyone’s heart], but I also created the Torah as its remedy. Therefore, engage in the Torah!’”, says the
Holy One, blessed be He (Kiddushin 30b).

Until recently - around 200 years ago - the pervasive notion of a good Jewish life consisted of
dedicating a vast amount of daily hours to the study of the sacred sources of Judaism. Nowadays,
unfortunately, 1"mya, we are very far from that ideal. The Jewish people is deeply fractured. Although
in the Charedi world probably more Torah is studied by the biggest number than at any other given
time in history, this Torah is lacking in humanities and sciences. In the liberal and secular Jewish
world, on the other hand, the spiritual value of intense Torah study is not always recognized. A big

dilemma!

Let us go back in time in order to understand that dichotomy: Until modernity it was immense social
pressure that helped the Jewish communities to “stay on track”, if Torah study for its own sake was

not stimulating enough. As the Gemara remarks anecdotally (Sanhedrin 94a-b):

“King Hizkiyah (8th century BCE) inserted a sword at the entrance of the Beit Midrash and said:
‘Anyone who does not engage in Torah study shall be stabbed with this sword.” As a result of this
policy, the entire Jewish people from Dan until Be’er Sheva did not contain a single unlearned person,

when investigated.”

Now, modernity has endowed us with the precious insight that Hizkiyah’s symbolic sword of
suffocating social pressure, a”’h, should not hang any longer over the heads of Jewry. Indeed, ethical
progress teaches, that the continuation of those forms of social pressure in the Charedi world is
problematic. On the other hand, the complete absence of social pressure in the liberal Jewish world has
lead to an increase of ignorance, to secularisation and addiction to the consumerism of the West. So, it

seems, we do need social pressure after all!?
This dilemma anguished already our father Ya’akov, a’h. 07127 12°0 max nwym:

Haunted by Esav’s murderous fantasies, Ya’akov Avinu had to leave behind his parental house in Be’er
Sheva, and with it also the social pressure of that pious proto-Torah community he grew up in. Ready
to set off, Ya’akov knew that soon he would find himself in a cold world of K’na’anites and
Proto-Arameans (miyi x%7) that did not study Torah at all. So what was going to happen? Would the
isolated Ya’akov assimilate into these societies and extinguish the holy light he was carrying with him?
1°°m.

No! Our Sages narrate that Ya’akov made ample provisions. Instead of traveling directly to Charran, he
voluntarily decided to study first for 14 years in the world’s best and only Yeshivah - that of Shem and
Ever, za”l. Only after having grounded himself firmly in a community of Torah studying peers, he felt

ready to become exposed to a world empty of Torah - and to illuminate it.
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Without that communal experience he might not have been able to endure Lavan’s later intrigues in
exile. But Ya’akov “stole time” from himself, engaged in intense collaborative study in advance and
voluntarily took peer pressure upon himself. Loaded with these precious goods, he was able to go to

Charran and “enter in peace and leave in peace.”

In order to grow in Torah in our time, we have to take Ya’akov as our symbolic exemplar - and with
him all the fraternal Chavruta students of all generations. In a society of virtually no social pressure to
study Torah, in an era of nearly unlimited temptations of consumption and Bitul Toyreh, we have to

create an open but devoted community - voluntarily.

Everyone should be looking out for other seekers of the Torah, build study groups, enroll in schools,
yeshivot or courses, each according to his or her level. If we motivate ourselves to grow through joint
study, then we might merit to see the entire Jewish people unite again around the study of the Torah’s
Divine wisdom. 772131 7m0 *127 73 ,0°2M3 10y P20 PO 1T 0O .
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Vayishlach 5776

Jacob contains complex contradictions. Earlier, this was expressed through fragmentation and
polarity: he dwells in tents, while his twin brother Esau hunts in the fields; his voice and clothing don’t
match; he works for one wife and then for another; he splits his family into two camps. Now,
suddenly, he stands alone and for one long night wrestles with an angel, with God, with himself. After
the struggle, something in Jacob changes: along with receiving a new name, Israel (“Godwrestler”), he
manages to integrate the warring fragments of his soul. Only when he makes peace within himself can
he then make peace [shalom] with his brother, reunite with his family and rebuild his former life -
“and Jacob walked complete [shalem]”.

Vayishlach 5777

Jacob’s trepidation before meeting Esau is understandable. His double preparations for war and for
peace, and his ecstatic prayer, are ways of grappling with uncertainty. Finally, Esau runs over, “hugged
him, fell on his neck, and kissed him.” The tension is relieved, almost. This ‘almost’ is expressed in
the dots traditionally written over the word “kissed”. One explanation of the dots is that they imply
doubt: he didn’t genuinely kiss him. Another explanation: although we imagine Esau hating Jacob,
nonetheless, the kisses were genuine. Perhaps both are right - we have to learn not to fully trust the
plain meaning of the text, yet also not fully trust our instinctive assumptions either. How much of our
world is dotted like this!

Vayishlach 5779

We are accompanied through life by two modes-of-being. (Let’s call them angels.) One is the id, the
‘evil inclination’, that gives the power to desire change, to create, to take risks, to make mistakes. The
second is the ‘good urge’, spiritual consciousness, that allows us to delight in Being, to see good and
godliness in the world-as-it-is. Only when these two work together are we safe! Jacob is terrified of
meeting his brother Esav, but “sends angels ahead of him.” He is prepared to greet Esav with his
entire self, harnessing and recognising his doubts, fears, love, trust, memory; bringing this entirety of
self to the encounter, and sharing it, “Jacob came complete”. May we merit such vulnerable honesty

too!
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“It was a pleasant, sun-kissed morning in the mountains of Canaan when Dinah, the
daughter of Le’ah, went out to play with her friends - before the eyes of Shechem, the son of
Chamor, fell on her...”

Famously, ‘one sin brings about another’ and a few days after Shechem had raped Dinah, her brothers
Shim’on and Levi arose and slayed all the male inhabitants of Shechem’s city. A violent and immature
reaction? Most certainly. Nevertheless, there are voices in our tradition that try to judge the brothers
favorably. And as always, we can learn from those, too. Tnx 7197 11071 0213 7.

The Rambam, za”], holds that the inhabitants of Shechem’s city were worthy of death, since they
decided not to prosecute Shechem’s crime. And given the wild ethical standards of ancient times, the

proper legal response to that moral lapse was execution.

But let us consult the perspective of the townspeople, too: If this week I was a good Canaanite sandal
maker, then how can I be put to death next week, only because the tyrannic ruler of my city raped
some “foreign Jewish beduin girl” in the meantime? Would this not be unfair? No!, says the Rambam.
As much later Western political philosophy will teach us, there is something called “tacit consent”,
meaning: As long as you do not revolt against the policies of your community or secede from it, you

are at least partially responsible for its conduct and held liable as part of the collective.

However, that verdict against the inhabitants of Shechem’s city (because of partial responsibility)
seems nevertheless way too harsh. After all, the Holy Spirit that rested on our father Ya’akov would
later reveal that God, b”h, disdained Shim’on’s and Levi’s brutality very much (Bereshit 49:6-7): “For
in their anger they slew men, and in their self-will they houghed oxen. Cursed be their anger, for it was
fierce, and their wrath, for it was cruel.” That is to say, that unlike the Rambam’s assessment, the
brothers did not fulfill a legitimate legal duty when they killed every man in Shechem’s city. Actually,

they sinned themselves.

Now, tradition has it that all insights into the Holy Torah are like panes of a diamant: all of them
reflect the Divine light and complete one another. Consequently we should ask, how we can integrate
a spark of the Rambam’s precious insight into the existence of the townspeople’s collective guilt into
our understanding of the wider course of events. One possibility is, that the inhabitants of the city
were indeed partially liable for something. However, Shimon’s and Levi's assessment of their collective

guilt was too wide, too excessive.

How so? When that poor Canaanite sandal maker saw Shechem’s malefaction, he was - unlike
Shimon’s and Levi's position as interpreted by the Rambam - not obligated to provoke a revolution or
to emigrate. Given his upbringing, environment, his emotional, social and economical abilities and
moral standard, that was just not possible for him. Yet, that does not mean that he was allowed to
ignore the issue altogether, as he and all his neighbors fatally did. Given their basic moral intuitions,

they should at least have acknowledged Shechem’s misconduct and consequently distanced themselves
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from it in some manner. Unfortunately, they preferred to deceive themselves in order to continue to
live their quiet lives.

In summary: The townspeople were not collectively guilty for the sins of Shechem. No human judicial
system, not Shim’on and Levi, were legally allowed to judge or punish them for anything. Shechem
raped Dinah, not they. But the townspeople’s grave moral failure to stand in for decency, justice and
peace after the incident, turned Heaven itself against them. And when the Eternal One removes His
graciously shining face, the powers of chaos fill the void - in this case embodied by two sinfully armed

teenagers, 1.

Let us all learn from this to be more mindful and aware of the moral failures of our society, to bestir
ourselves to love our fellow human beings through mercy and compassion - but sometimes also

through the staff of admonition. 2w 1am.
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Vayeshev 5776

Silence is a loud and powerful means of communication. Silence can be prayer, and the divine is
encountered before and beyond words. There is also an entire vocabulary of silence for
communication between people. This can be dangerous. If we are constantly misunderstood through
words, how much more so in our silences. Joseph’s brothers “hated him, and could not speak to
him peacefully”, and his father “kept the matter to himself.” Sometimes we need words. Silences
of pain, anger, frustration and jealousy are hard to hear and easy to reject. However difficult the
process is, though, they can only be engaged with after being translated into mere words, and then

translated again into another, richer silence of reconciliation and acceptance.

Vayeshev 5777

When Jacob hears that his older sons are in Shechem, a place of danger, he is worried. Doing
something, anything, is easier than being in this mental state. He sends Joseph to “see their peace...
and send me a word.” Rationally, he knows they are probably fine. Irrationally, he wants to reach
out to make sure. Later Hebrew calls this act of reaching out ‘drishat shalom’ - enquiring after peace,
but also interpreting peace and even demanding peace. Checking that a loved one is well is a
performative act too, it creates the love it comes to describe. Feeble as it sounds, re-establishing such

connections is the antithesis of the chaos we fear, and often our first way to fight terror.

Vayeshev 5778

Joseph was sold into slavery by his brothers. Which of them can claim innocence? Maybe Reuben,
who pleaded: “Shed no blood! Cast him instead into that pit out in the wilderness.” Or maybe
Judah, who advised: “What do we gain by killing our brother?... Come, let us sell him to the
Ishmaelites.” Maybe the brothers who were silent? Maybe the slave-traders are innocent themselves,

for they simply connected between supplier and market demand. No!

Vayeshev / Channukah 5780

'Being' requires distinction and interaction, and a gentle interplay of the two. Joseph the slave was an
insignificant nobody, until "his master saw God with him." Comfortably bilingual, he can now be
in Egypt without having to identify with it. Once he is distinct and seen as such, Joseph returns to be
the main character in his own life-story. To fully be a Being, one needs a Self, an Other, and a meeting
of the two - like a Channukiah in a window. Neither isolation nor assimilation has served anyone, nor
guaranteed anybody's safety. Only authentically being oneself, and being seen, questioned, spoken to,
involved, engaged, contradictory, in harmony - distinct and part of the landscape - like a Channukiah

in a window.
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“And when the [women] saw [Yosef], they greatly admired him... and said: Perfect is God!
This one [is so beautiful that he] cannot be a man; this is none but a noble angel.” (Qur'an
12:31)

Yosef Hatzadik, Narcissus the Greek, Metrosexuality and why Chazal were offended by all of them.

One of the most eminent features of Yosef, a”h, our righteous father and uncle, is his outstanding
beauty. His mother Rachel was famously characterized by being “of fetching countenance and
fetching shape” (Bereshit 29:17; Gr”a), which she subsequently bequeathed to her firstborn son Yosef.
However, as Tanakh and Tradition teach us, such innate elegance can be a very dangerous curse, if not

used wisely (Ta’anit 7a).

According to the Midrash, the adolescent Yosef tried to expose his beauty excessively. He was overly
concerned with his hair and his appearance, and wore very proudly the flamboyant robe that Ya’akov,
his elderly father, had dressed him in. And although such and similar behavior is typical of teenagers in
general, it involves a serious halakhic problem that has troubled our Sages, za”l: traditionally, to be

concerned about personal attractiveness is said to behoove only females, not males!

How so? Classical Halakhah is very binary: The beauty of women is said to be a gift of God that
exceeds that of men (27121 "% XoX WK PX 271 ,0MK3), which is why women were allowed and even
encouraged to preserve their youthful appearance in order to be attractive to their husbands by dyeing
their head hair, shaving all other hair etc. (Nazir 59a, Shabbat 62b etc. and Posekim).

Men, on the other hand, were forbidden to do these things, lest they blur the strong male/female
dichotomy that Judaism’s legal system has traditionally subscribed to. In the words of the Targum
Yerushalmi on Devarim 22:5: “A man shall not shave his armpit hair, his pubic hair and his facial hair

so as to appear like a woman.”

Following this reasoning, Yosef, who did not only exhibit natural beauty but actively engaged in a
behavior we might define as “metrosexual”, overstepped the mark. In the Chazalic assessment, Yosef
illicitly “behaved like a woman”, he became “too” attractive, and was consequently punished by
Providence by being sexually molested not only by Potifar’s wife but even by Potifar himself, until the
Holy One, b”h, graciously intervened (Bereshit Rabbah 86:3). 1% 2z 77y 1% !

But what is actually the problem if a man is more “like a woman” and a woman “more like a man”? Is
it not the case that in the messianic future there will “no longer be male and female”, kivyachol, as
someone else said (Galatians 3:28)? And is this not the very reason why in our time we already witness
with our own eyes that the formerly strict differences between male and female become less relevant?

So why is it problematic if a man aspires to the assumed higher beauty of women?

Maybe, if we are already approaching the messianic period, the entire issue is really not so relevant

anymore. But if it is, one possible answer for it lies in the Gemara’s teaching (Nazir 59a) that the Torah
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is concerned about promiscuity and “taiveh”, meaning: If someone, especially a man, beautifies
himself or chooses to dress in the opposite sex’s common clothes in order to be sexually attractive to
the entire world (and not only to his spouse), that is problematic. And not surprisingly, our Sages have
passed down a tradition, that Yosef himself was actually planning to use his youthful beauty in order
to engage in forbidden sexual intercourse with Potifar’s wife, r”1, before the Eternal One in His mercy
intervened - again. For that sameself reason Yosef also accused his brothers of promiscuous desires in
his “dibbah ra’ah” earlier, since 010 112 o1 3.

A second answer for the prohibition, indicated in various Mussar books, might lie in what is called
“gaiveh” - arrogance. Individuals are called upon to be humble and to regard themselves as a link in the
chain of existence and the human family only, and not as its superiors. Every surplus of beauty,
wisdom etc. is humbly to be seen as a Divine present - and not as the fruit of someone’s alleged
self-earned superiority, ch”v. Now, since Yosef in his gaiveh disregarded that and behaved more like
the Greek Narcissus (7”1 0182 12272 1°% 017717 *1901) - lehavdil - he had to be rebuked by Heaven.

In any case, what can we learn from Yosef’s “abuse” of beauty (7n%w nnwna 21m qo>naw *19% 11717)? First
of all, we might say that beauty is a gift that is to be valued and that is fitting to humans since they are
all created in the image of the Master of beauty Himself, as Hillel used to say (Vayikra Rabbah 34:3).
And therefore, especially in our time, there is nothing wrong with men (and women all the more so)
who are aware of natural beauty (of men, women and their opposites) and get closer to God through
these channels. On the contrary, there can be something angelic and messianic about it. But to stress
beauty extraordinarily, to increase it artificially, to try to create it desperately for immoral sexual
purposes or to build one’s life ideals around it, can be dangerous. xv'wa. Beauty of that kind can easily
become an expression of materialism, of “taiveh” and “gaiveh”, chy, 1n priv> wa1 2y,

201 QW DOWIN 0P 7 117 T PRI 22 DY 1PD1R 30D 3701 201 D0 11°¥n 0°P-K 12w P1TAT 012 13910 71911 17 00
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Miketz / Channukah 5776

Channukah candles are required to be lit on the threshold of the home. The lighting is a performative
act, a declaration of faith and pride to the world outside; yet a performance requires a performer, the
lighter has to be someone and have something to say. This dialectic of inside and out takes place
symbolically every Channukah on the threshold of the home, and every day of our lives too. Joseph,
whose name can mean ‘boundary’ (szf), is always between worlds: between dreams and reality, mystery
and understanding, power and powerlessness, family and loneliness. Those brave enough to stand on
these thresholds, embracing paradox, put themselves at risk. From these places, though, one can create,
teach and sustain the world.

Miketz / Channukah 5778

Perhaps the paradox of miracles is this: we see them when we see the world as it is. Yet miracle-
consciousness isn’t a romantic filter, and to see only the beautiful, fantastic and improbable in our
world remains an illusion. Seeing the world as it is means seeing the darkness as well as the light; being
enough outside of the world to critique it (to truly see it), and inside enough to feel the weight of
responsibility to change it. Noticing miraculous events compels us to create more! If Channukah is
more than a celebration of militance or fairy-tales, if the miracle-stories have contemporary relevance,

then we should look through the spaces between the candles too, at the heavy darkness outside.

Miketz / Channukah 5780

A religious object, like a dream, is insignificant until interpreted. But the interpretation is also
meaningless without an object to shape it. Like a wick and a flame. So too, religious identity isn't really
important without content; and a Channukiah in a window doesn't tell a miracle-story until children
and neighbours ask for it. This is a miracle too: insight shaped as story flows from one mind to
another, and both minds are enriched. The Channukiah lights are an invitation and a framing for this
flow of knowledge and inspiration, and the encounter holds something of the Divine. “May God's
face light up for you, and give you grace (veyichuncka).” May this festival encourage much
teaching and learning - true enlightenment.
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“Parents shall not be put to death for children, nor shall children be put to death for
parents.” (Devarim 24:16)

On children’s rights and ethical progress in the Torah.

That children are human beings, endowed with inalienable rights, is part of our modern - at least
Western - ethical outlook on the world. However, the ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean
cultures on whose shoulders our civilizations evolved, did not yet have that understanding. In contrast
to free adult men, children were part of a secondary human category shared with women and slaves.
Therefore, children were to one degree or another considered to be property of their fathers. In the
earlier stages of (for example) Rome’s history, the “pater familias”, the patriarchic head of the family,
had the right to execute children and other members of his family, if he felt that to be necessary, >71.

And consequently, since minors were property, those regions’ strict laws of retaliation could be
applied to them, too: In early Mesopotamian law codes we find the notion that if a free man kills the
child of another, the murderer’s child shall be executed to compensate the loss. Meaning: not the
perpetrator is executed but his child. Terrifying? That is why the Eternal One, w3, sent Moshe
Rabbenu a few hundred years later to reveal the verse quoted above in order to prevent children from

being put to death for the sins of their fathers henceforth.

Now, what does all this have to do with Miketz? The Sages taught that our pre-sinaitic ancestors
normally kept the ideals of the Torah already before they had been given on Mount Chorev.
Nonetheless we can see from the Parashah, that our uncle Re’uven, a’h, was not the most progressive
thinker on the whole children’s rights issue. “You may kill my two sons if I do not bring [Binyamin]
back to you”, says Re’uven to his father Ya’akov (Bereshit 42:37).

What was that about? As Ya’akov’s firstborn son, Re’uven was responsible for the entire family’s
welfare. But tragically, Re’uven did not only not rescue Yosef, but he was furthermore indirectly
responsible for Shim’on’s detainment in Egypt. And now he also wanted to take Binyamin from his
elderly father! And when Re’uven, a”h, was thus drowning in his feelings of guilt and shame, he
intended to save himself with that hasty and reactionary offer of compensation: “If I should bereave

you of a third son, please bereave me of my two sons!”

But in his prudence, Ya’akov Avinu (who had never chastised his children before, neither Shim’on and
Levi when they killed Shechem nor Re’uven when he slept with Bilhah, r”1) ignored Re’uven’s unduly
proposition entirely. Ya’akov rather waited to be convinced by the right offer, which would come soon
through his blessed son Yehudah (Bereshit 43:9): “I myself will be surety for [Binyamin]... If T do not
bring him back to you... I will be guilty before you forever.” Meaning: “I will be guilty” - “I, and not

my twin sons Peretz and Zerach”.

Yehudah did not consider giving his children over as a ransom. He was willing to bear whatever the

punishment might be himself. And it was this at that point already well established righteousness of
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Yehudah that prompted Providence to elect Yehudah’s lovingly sheltered children and to transform
them into Yisrael’s ruling tribe - first through David and later through the Messiah, X122 x12°w.

But what, on the other hand, happened to Chanoch and Pallu, those two sons of Re’uven, that he (so
thoughtlessly) was prepared to let be killed for no good reason? Their father’s bad influence on them
created psychological damage that lasted forever - or at least until Pallu’s late descendants Datan and
Aviram were born (Bamidbar 26:8-9). These two brothers would arguably bring more anguish over
the Jewish people than any other pair of brothers in Yisrael’s long history - and all that only because
they felt underprivileged when their tribe’s firstborn rights were finally taken from them, om '7.

“The sum of the matter”: Next to many different purposes, the Torah was given to us as a pedagog
(Mishley 8:30), in order to educate us to refine ourselves in our creatureliness (Bereshit Rabba 44:1).
Just as our ancestors in the past (for example Yehudah and Re’uven) had to fight against their bad
inclinations relative to their time’s morals (e.g. not to get seduced to execute their children as Babylon,
Rome and the nations of the world would do), also we in our time are called upon by the Torah to
tight continuously for more children’s rights relative to our own society’s moral standards. Just like
Yehudah, we should not use our children as a means to an end, but protect them from harm etc. and

thus draw blessing on humanity.
TN 7”01 71 AP0

In this sense we shall merit to see a lot of happy children in the world, playing and studying, o2y pxw
172wn 2w o2 2ana Xox o»pnn, kindling small lights every day until the Temple’s Menorah will

illuminate again the entire world etc. 72.
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Vayigash 5776

To describe Jacob’s love for his son, Judah says “his soul is bound to his soul”. Whose soul is which?
It doesn’t matter - the bond is so strong as to erase separate entities. This is echoed in the phrase on
Jewish gravestones: “May this soul be bound in the bond of life”. The afterlife is here too. Souls of
the departed resonate in the souls of the living, bound together so tightly that one can hardly say who
is who. And when Jacob descends to Egypt, “the soul of Jacob was seventy.” His seventy
descendents are considered aspects of a single soul. Backwards and forwards in time, we are bound

together in ways that only enrich our diversity and individuality.

Vayigash 5777

Was it a good thing that Jacob and his family descended to Egypt to join Joseph? They are saved from
famine, reunite the family, and prosper - so yes. Yet this journey also holds seeds of exile and
oppression; the Pharaoh saving them will later enslave them. Even so, this slavery enables the
redemption from Egypt and the formation of a people - and so on. “Is it good” - a meaningless
question, related to the choice of framing rather than content. Speaking of their difficult experiences,
Jacob complains “few and bad were the years of my life,” while Joseph attests “it was to save your
lives that I came here.” Neither pessimistic nor optimistic readings are false. But they are always

decisions.

Vayigash 5778

When Jacob hears that his son is alive, he himself comes back to life. “The spirit of Jacob was
revived.” Some people, sometimes, are alive only biologically - in terms of a deep vitality and purpose,
they can be considered dead. Judah manages to bring new life to his father, and this is clearly our
mission too, when we can: bringing hope, confidence and love; reviving the dead. There is another way
to do this too: those who consider themselves successful, whose journey is ‘finished’, who have
nothing left to learn - they are also static, lifeless. Judah asks the all-powerful Joseph “How can you
make me do this?” Through critique, questioning, and shaking perspectives, we can help the
successful live again.
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Vayigash 5779

Joseph, the paradigmatic zzaddik! The provider, giving unconditionally. His ego exists, but it is not in
control. He gives of himself, gives and forgives, and also gives in, gives himself over to whatever the
world offers him, goes where he is taken: to slavery, prison, royalty. When asked to visit his violent
brothers, he simply replies: “Hineni - I am.” This isn’t passivity. Giving in to life is also taking
responsibility for consequences of moral decisions: the passive path would have been committing a
crime with Potiphar’s wife, but he submitted to do the right thing instead. This same freedom allows

him to dream for himself and others, allows him to prophecy, allows him to rule, and to be a giver.

Vayigash 5780

Joseph grows into his role as provider, and ignores his brothers’ guilt-feelings. “It was to become a
life-giver that God sent me before you.” Just as he sustained Egypt, and even brought life into
dreams related to him, Joseph exists to provide. Judah’s role, at this point, is to receive. Physically
starved, unsure of the future, emotionally weary - he needs nourishment. Yet one thing stands in the
way of this natural giving-receiving relationship: Judah’s ego. “And Judah approached.” As soon as
ego is put aside, the flow of giving can commence. We always oscillate between being Josephs and
Judahs, giving and getting. Neither are shameful, only blocking ourselves is. Our ‘approach’ to life can
unblock us, let us live fully.
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“M2y72 n°an nona”

“The bigger one’s household is, the more Divine blessing one is able to draw upon one’s family and
upon the entire world” (Bava Batra 114b, Ketubot 103a). Chazal’s opposition to modernity’s

atomization of families and individuals.

When Ya’akov Avinu lived in Harran - in exile, outcast and suppressed - he dreamed of the day he
would be able to establish a big and embracing house community. “But now, when may I merit to
provide also [for the growth of] my house?” (Bereshit 30:30).

Fortunately, that Tzaddik’s wish should turn into reality soon. Already a few decades later (as recorded
in this week’s Parashah), Ya’akov could delightfully enumerate his 70 descendants. These seventy, plus
his four beloved wives, their many slaves, loyal maidservants and livestock all lived together and
constituted a splendid - though quite paternalistic - household. “How goodly are your tents, O
Ya’akov!” (Bamidbar 24:5), says the Prophet; xp>7 2p3.

Now, why is the Torah reporting all this? As the Vilna Gaon expressed elsewhere: “All non-legal
accounts of the Torah come to rectify our dispositions” (3’2277 m»n NX X1p” .07 7 NYT2 127 yanw m
27x1). In our case, we may infer, the text wants to put Ya’akov’s full house as an ideal before our eyes
and to lure us into desiring a similar household for ourselves. But nowadays, as our eyes can see, we are

too often far away from that ideal.

In the Western World the spread of quite extreme forms of individualism has lead to the downsizing
and atomization of families (intensified further by economical factors, urbanization etc.). Until
around a hundred years ago, it was common for families to live together in cross-generational
households: grandparents and grandchildren, uncles and aunts as well as cousins and friends and
acquaintances would often live together in the same house or at least in immediate vicinity. Nowadays,
2”my3a, we have lost a lot of that.

In the spirit of our Sages, za”l, we should not see this as a positive development. Although the modern
awakening of the individual (from an all too unifying collective identity in the pre-Enlightenment
world) constitutes moral progress, the isolation of the sameself individual from a fixed encompassing

and intimate cluster of people around him/her “is not good”.

Living together with a big number of people in one community - or better: in one household! - is the
paramount way to fulfill the commandment to love one’s neighbor. If you have no people around
you, you cannot love them. xv-wa. And where there is less love, there is less Divine blessing in the
world. Therefore: how can we, in our own time, relearn to follow in Ya’akov’s footsteps and to fill our

houses? Luckily, our tradition knows of at least seven supplementary ways to enlarge a household:

1) Procreation: A high form of expressing conjugal union and love is - for two spouses - to “become
one flesh”, meaning, to create children (Sanhedrin 57b) and to fill the house with them. “An
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inheritance from the Eternal One are children..., when your children are like olive saplings around
your table” (Tehillim 127:3-5; 128:3-4).

2) Cohabitation with your close and distant family: “How good and how pleasant it is when kinsmen
dwell together, like fine oil on the head etc.” (Tehillim 133:1).

3) Living together with friends: “A person should acquire a friend for himself, who eats with him,
drinks with him, studies with him, sleeps next to him and to whom he is able to reveal all his secrets”
(Avot de-Rabbi Natan 8:3).

4) Bringing poor people into your house: “Let your house be wide open and let the poor be members
of your household” (M. Avot 1:5). “Poor” includes everyone who is financially poor, who has, e.g., no
house, is persecuted, an adopted child (cf. Megillah 13a) and travellers, as well as those who are poor in
terms of Torah and knowledge and want to be students of yours (cf. Berakhot 62a and Nedarim 32a).

5) Bringing the wise and learned into your house: “Let your house be a house of meeting for sages” (M.
Avot 1:4), in order to learn theoretical and practical wisdom from them and to create a light in your
midst through them.

6) Integrating your domestic workers into your house community: “A master must treat his male and
female Hebrew slaves as his equals as to food, drink, clothing and shelter” (MT, Hilkhot Avadim 1:9).
Although nowadays ethical progress mandates not to have any slaves whatsoever, we can still learn
from the Torah’s laws that one should try not to have an indifferent relation to one’s permanent

workers, but to bring them into the household - lovingly.

7) Keeping pets: “And [the man] tended [his lamb] and it grew up together with him and his children:
it ate from his bread and drank from his cup and nestled in his bottom” (II Shmuel 12:3).

If we try to walk in one, some or all of these paths a bit more, everyone on his or her level and
according to his and her abilities, we can create little communal cells of blessing that ultimately have
the power to illuminate the world. May we all merit to grow continuously in our families, circles of

friends and communities and to be like Ya’akov Avinu, a”h, etc.

TARY AR 1700, wnn mhyn 2w R09nah mnTio.
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Vayechi 5776

Before leaving this world, Jacob blesses his family. To bless someone requires enormous self-
confidence, yet ultimately, every blessing is this: May you reach the fullness of your potential. May you
be who you are. Perhaps the strangest of the blessings is the one he gives his grandsons. “May Israel
bless through you, and say ‘May God make you as Ephraim and Menashe.”” We know nothing
about Ephraim and Menashe’s lives apart from this story. So when Jewish parents throughout history
bless their children with these words, they create a loop through time, asking for their children to be
like ancestors who were to be models for their descendents. Ancestors and descendents with infinite
potential to bless and be blessed.

Vayechi 5777

“Jacob is not dead!” says the Talmud, provocatively, as a surprising comment on the biblical
description of Jacob’s dying blessings, death and burial. Certainly, those whose memories echo in us
are not entirely gone; those whose promises and aspirations remain as yet unfulfilled are still somehow
present in this world. But why is Jacob so different, as to deserve such an audacious comment?
Perhaps: Jacob was renamed Israel, “for you struggled with God and man, and overcame,” and in
dying lived on as a myth, the foundational myth for the people later also known as Israel. The Talmud
emphasises that the pre-Israel, pre-overcoming, still doubting, still struggling aspect of “Jacob” should
live on as part of the foundational myth too.

Vayechi 5778

“Jacob called his sons: come, I will tell you what will happen in days to come.” Prophecy is not
entirely supernatural: it is passionate confidence and inspiration, a glimpse of truth. Poets have
prophetic moments; but so do mothers whispering to their children: ‘For you, it will not be so.” A
friend called on for advice, who struggles in silence and then finds exactly the right words, is also
momentarily a prophet. Jacob’s dying words to his sons are a mix of curses and blessings, revelation,
frustration and hope. Legends say that his prophetic voice was lost several times within this speech, in

moments of sadness, and then regained. May we all find this voice and learn to use it.
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Vayechi 5779

“Jacob said: who are these boys?” There are two questions that can be asked of someone - ‘who?’
and ‘what?’. When we categorise people according to their labels, their status, their biographies, their
instrumental value to us, when all we ask of those who pop into our lives is ‘what?’, then we haven't
seen the person at all! Sometimes, through chance or hard work, we discover the second question.
When we see someone as a ‘who’, losing ourselves and our needs; fall into a relationship we can't
expect or control; care so much that we can't remember the colour of their eyes - it's easier to speak of

»
!

God after such encounters. Perhaps Jacob wasn't asking, but declaring, “these boys are Who

Vayechi 5780

Jacob regains his prophetic voice, and blesses his children with kzvannab, with aim and intention, a
powerful vision of how they could be. "Let me tell you what will happen at the end of days."
Every parent whispers such prophecies: may you be an astronaut, an artist, may you know no fear, no
harm. When Jacob blesses his grandchildren however, it is powered by a difterent kind of kavannabh,
one of harmony, resonance. "May your descendants wish to be like you." A loop in time, without a
clear vision. Like a parent whispering: May you Be. I free you from my dreams. Have your own. May I

be proud of you, and you of me. May you be a blessing.
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Something short about dignified burials, Ya’akov Avinu’s last wish to be laid to rest with his family -

and about ghosts speaking from their graves.
First a short story from our Sages, za”l (Berakhot 18a; Avot de-Rabbi Natan 3:8):

“The sons of the deceased R’ Hiyya went out to the villages. There they suddenly forgot all the
Torah they had studied thus far (- which is very unfortunate)... They said to each another: ‘Does our
formerly very learned dead father know of our anguish?” (Hopefully!) But is it not written: And the
dead do not know anything (cf. Kohelet 9:5) - 2...

No! (says the Gemara), [we know that something in the dead is indeed aware of things,] since there was
a story taught about a pious man on the day before Rosh Hashanah..., whose wife had mocked him
and so he went away and slept in a cemetery. There he heard the spirits of two deceased speaking to

each other from within their graves...” 2v°m 1am.

Since “the Sages speak exaggerated language” (Ta’anit 29a), this story should probably not be taken
hyper-literally (but feel free to do it). Just as with every traditional source, there is a precious insight to
be found in this narrative, and if it is not immediately visible, it is hidden somewhere under the story’s
thick layers of sand (7% X*23nm X712 XnwnT X0Y).

With that in mind, let us first go back to our weekly Torah portion. In the beginning of our Parashah,
Ya’akov, y1n 20w x1m, commands his favorite son Yosef to take care of his burial soon to happen. What
is especially important to Ya’akov is that he will be carried back to K’na’an to be entombed there in the
Machpelah in the city of Chevron. The Machpelah is his family grave, where his wife, his parents and
his grandparents were laid to rest (and according to some traditions also the majority of his sons, or at
least Yehudah, would later be buried there).

Now, why is it so important for Ya’akov to be buried with his family after his death? Did we not learn
in Kohelet that the dead anyhow do not know anything anymore? So what's the point? Was it only for
a logistical problem: “Is it because there were no graves in Egypt?” (cf. Shemot 14:11). But no!
Actually, that was not the reason. In the Tanakh (0°»°11 >12721 £°3%2 1902 721 771 22 n12pn 1D° 112NN 1)
it is considered a blessing worth desiring to rest together with one’s family and friends. For that reason,
“to be assembled to one’s family/people” is a positive biblical euphemism for dying itself (cf. Bamidbar
31:2) (7,72 X722 Y1 ,m2y1 AN 0 ma ww TR kK1), On the other hand: Not to be buried with one’s
loved ones is sometimes used as a curse by Scripture: “Your corpse shall not come to the grave of your
forefathers” (1 Melakhim 13:22). >’

Ok, from these texts we can learn that it is considered to be very positive to be buried with one’s
spouse, one’s parents, one’s family - or, if that is impossible, with friends, close ones or at least with
other human beings rather than alone. But still: why is this the case at all2 What difference does it

make?

Here our Talmudic story provides us with one answer. Although in death everyone is said to be

“sleeping” until the time of the resurrection (cf. Daniel 12:13), and therefore unconscious (o°nnn x>
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Imn 712 19%), the Talmudic narrative nonetheless tells us, believe it or not, that some metaphysical
spark of the deceased is still around (x 3 7%am >t 7791 10 XY 7KT), is mystically mirrored in its former
body and actually derives some benefit from peers (even if not literally conversing with them as in the
story). And since Yosef, or we, as the bereaved, have a special obligation lovingly to take care of all parts
of the deceased, we care also for that spark. And just as the person in his or her lifetime enjoyed being
with his or her close ones, we try to put them together also in death. No wonder then that Ya’akov
Avinu wanted to be buried in the Machpelah!

But there is also an additional reason: While we are still alive, we show our love to other people by
being with them, in thought, emotionally but also geographically, sometimes purely by physical
nearness. This latter expression of love is luckily not limited to the living. Even when we are dead we
can still partially fulfill the commandment of loving our close ones and other human beings simply by
sharing the same location with them. This love literally transcends death. And since we are all mortal,

we should take the Torah's insight to our hearts.
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