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Introduction

We are incredibly proud to present this year's Matmidot Journal, the
product of a year-long process of learning, research, and reflection by
the 5783 Matmidot Scholars cohort at Midreshet Lindenbaum. The
Matmidot Scholars Program is an innovative initiative aimed at
enhancing the learning, writing, and leadership skills of an exceptional
group of students. Each Monday night, the Matmidot meet a different
figure who has made a significant impact. This year's Matmidot had the
privilege to learn and meet personally with a wide variety of scholars
and leaders, including Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander, Rabbanit Michelle
Cohen Farber, Rabbi Dr. Joshua Berman, Rabbanit Shani Taragin, Rav
David Stav, Dr. Yael Ziegler, and many more.

In addition, a key feature of the program is training this talented
group of students to research and produce high-quality Torah articles.
Each Matmida is paired with a faculty mentor who aids and guides her
throughout her research and writing. The articles that comprise this
Journal would not have been possible without the wisdom, guidance,
editing, and encouragement of:

Rav Yitzchak Blau - Mentor of Ada Perlman

Rav David Brofsky - Mentor of Yaffa Klausner

Dr. Nava Finkelman - Mentor of Brooke Kohl and Chavi Major
Rav Alex Israel - Mentor of Reyna Perelis

Rabbanit Rivky Krest - Mentor of Shoshana Stadlan

Rabbanit Rachel Weber Leshaw - Mentor of Gabriela Yohananoff
Rabbanit Dena Rock - Mentor of Aviva Klahr and Hadassah Reich

Additionally, an enormous thank you goes to Rivkah Moriah,
whose superb editing skills and generosity of spirit were invaluable in
bringing this Journal to completion.

With gratitude to Hashem,

Rabbanit Sally Mayer =~ Rabbanit Nomi Berman  Rabbanit Dena Rock
Rosh Midrasha Rosh Beit Midrash Matmidot Coordinator
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The Jewish People on the World Stage:

An Exploration of Ohr Le-Goyim
Ada Perlman

Since the founding of the State of Israel in 1948, the global Jewish
community has been faced with a new opportunity to represent
ourselves to the world, yet also novel questions: How do we present
ourselves and what is our obligation to the world at large?

The answer might come in the idea of being an Ohr Le-goyim, a
light unto the nations. This paper will explore the origins of the idea
Ohr Le-goyim as well as what this concept entails. I will then argue
that though Jews can serve as an Ohr Le-goyim as private citizens
serving as individual lights within a non-Jewish state or
government, Ohr Le-goyim can only be truly manifested through the
mechanism of a Jewish state. Moving from abstract analysis to a
concrete example, I will then analyze the story of Megillat Esther
through the lens of determining whether Esther and Mordechai
served as ideal examples of Orot Le-goyim through their
involvement in a foreign government.'

The phrase Ohr Le-goyim is mentioned twice in Tanach, both
times in Sefer Yeshayahu. Yeshayahu prophesied during the reigns of
at least four kings of the Kingdom of Yehuda in the second half of
the eighth century BCE: Uzziyahu (769-733), Yotam (758-743 as
regent), Achaz (743-733 as regent; 733-727), and Chizkiyahu (727-

Ada was mentored by Rav Yitzchak Blau.

o ltis important to note that two other characters in Tanach, Yosef and Daniel,
also participate in foreign governments similar to Esther and Mordechai. I
chose to solely analyze Megillat Esther because of the lively debate
surrounding when it actually took place (see p. 15) and this debate’s role in
how I analyze the story.
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698). It appears that his prophecies also continue into the reign of
the next king, Menashe.” Many of his prophecies center around hope
and consolation in the wake of tragedy. ThelsraelBible.com writes:

More important to Yeshayahu, however, is his attempt to change
the people’s focus from politics to morality. While they are
engaged in political intrigue, the people perform their ritual
obligations almost robotically, without passion, and they fail to
maintain a just and moral society. Indeed, other prophets among
Yeshayahu's contemporaries (Micha, Hoshea, and Amos) also
rail against these failures. Their message is clear: If the people
can improve their personal lives, live in justice and peace with
each other and serve Hashem with sincerity, then the political
turmoil will disappear.

This idea is reflected in the specific writings in which the phrase
Ohr Le-goyim is mentioned where the people are reminded of the
covenants they made with God. These reminders evoke a sense that
the Jewish people must be guided by morals, something that

Yeshayahu emphasizes.

The very first time the phrase Ohr (Le-)Goyim appears in Tanach
is in Yeshayahu 42:6, where Hashem describes the Jewish people
and states:

9 MR DY 137 IR TIXR) T3 PINKY PI¥3 PHRIP NI

I the LORD, in My grace,3 have summoned you, and I have
grasped you by the hand. I created you, and appointed you a
covenant people, a light of nations.

Hashem reminds the nation of the covenant immediately prior
to introducing the concept of Ohr Le-goyim, so that God’s first
explicit mention of the phrase Ohr Le-goyim is linked to our being a
Covenantal Nation. Furthermore, this idea of Ohr Le-goyim is

> https:/ / theisraelbible.com/bible/isaiah/
® Though Sefaria translates tzedek as grace, righteousness seems more accurate.
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mentioned again a few chapters later, in Yeshayahu 49:6, when
Hashem says he will make us an Ohr (Le-)goyim:
PRI DRXNICVIN) 2pY? TPIYIN DRRY T3P V2 AP ) 1NN
PIRD NXPTY OIYIY NNZ D0 1IRY TN 0Yn?
For He has said: “It is too little that you should be My servant in
that I raise up the tribes of Jacob and restore the survivors of
Israel. I will also make you a light of nations, that My salvation
may reach the ends of the earth.”

This provides a more concrete definition of what constitutes
being an Ohr Le-goyim: Being a nation that will bring “God’s
salvation to the ends of the Earth.” Since the goal of Ohr Le-goyim is
so global, it can best be accomplished by a nation on an international
stage. Therefore, I will identify Ohr Le-goyim in this paper as being
a nation that leads by example and acts as a positive role model to
the rest of the world.

God adds further insight into the covenant He has made* with
Avraham in Sefer Bereishit chapter 18 verse 19:
TIPR? "N T IRY) INN IR VIITIR 1R N vk vhyn
V2V MFTIYR MR DRIARTY N XA 197 vowm npTy

For I have singled him out, that he may instruct his children and
his posterity to keep the way of 'n by doing what is just and right,
in order that 'n may bring about for Avraham what has been
promised him.

The words tzedek and mishpat imply that there is a moral sense to
this covenant.” Avraham has a future-oriented duty to fulfill which
will span across generations. Seforno writes:

* Chapter 18 elaborates on the overall goals of the earlier covenants God made
with Avraham in Chapters 15 and 17.

® The words tzedek and mishpat appear 30 times together throughout all of
Tanach.

https:/ /mg.alhatorah.org/Concordance/ 6664
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97 IMIRIL 112D DNYAR MINY VR TYNY MIVYY TIaN HRN IR AT HN
209V APTX MYYY 1INY? DY NN TN PV DYWIY 1) 170N

God did all of the foregoing in order that Avraham would
instruct his sons to emulate the ways of God having personal
experience of God’s great love for mankind, seeing how His love
extended even to the wicked.

Seforno is further pushing this narrative that Avraham’s
covenant with God is contingent on his offspring acting
accordingly. Even before the Jewish people are given the Torah,
there is an expectation that they will behave morally and will bring
these morals to the rest of the world. Further on, in Shemot 19:6, the
Israelites are introduced to the idea of them being a *) D15 NaYnn
WYTR - a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.

Ramban’® comments here that 0’305 nynn should be interpreted
as 'NIwN navnn - a kingdom of My servants, that the Jewish people
will be liaisons for God’s message, serving God through the morals
and values that God will give us later on in the Torah. Now that the
Torah has established the idea of the Jewish people being God'’s
representatives by modeling vawm np1y, it introduces that the
vehicle through which to fulfill this role is by observing the Torah’s
laws as Moshe states in Devarim:

123 12 N2 PUR "N MY WK DhoYm PN Dank MT? | N
‘DINHIN KN 0P DIPYYI DRIDVENNYI? NHY DRI DOR YR PIRD

DITDY p11IBR) NPRA DPNDY? N NYRY? TYR DBYD PR) DINID
:nTn YN M0 Ny

See, I have imparted to you laws and rules, as my God 'n has
commanded me, for you to abide by in the land that you are
about to enter and occupy. Observe them faithfully, for that will
be proof of your wisdom and discernment to other peoples, who
on hearing of all these laws will say, “Surely, that great nation is
a wise and discerning people.”

¢ Ramban Shemot 19:6 s.v. “ Va-atem”

10
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From a simple reading of these pesukim, we can infer that one of
the reasons for these laws is not only for the Israelites to create a
moral and just society for themselves, but also for other nations to
look at them and revere them for the society that they have created.
Rabbi Menachem Leibtag” writes:

These pesukim inform us that the Chukim & Mishpatim section of
Sefer Devarim will contain mitzvot that Bnei Yisrael must keep in
order to achieve this divine goal - to become an ‘ohr le-goyim’ - a
shining light for all nations. This requires the establishment of
national institutions to mold its unique character. These
institutions are to facilitate not only the spiritual growth of each
individual citizen, but also the creation of a 'model nation' that
will bring God's Name to all mankind.

Using Rabbi Leibtag’s reading of Moshe’s statement, it seems
that having a Jewish nation which behaves according to tzedek and
mishpat makes the other nations emulate this behavior. Though the
phrase Ohr Le-goyim is not explicitly mentioned here in Devarim,
later on in Tanach, God mentions this phrase to the prophet
Yeshayahu, which I referenced at the beginning of this paper. In
sum, from the initial covenant with Avraham to the laws that God
gives Bnei Yisrael, it is clear that one of the missions of the Jewish
people is to establish a nation that will be a model for the other
nations of the world.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks presents another modern-day view of Ohr
Le-goyim. In his article, “In the Eyes of the Nations,”® Rabbi Sacks
writes that:

The book of Devarim is the great text of covenantal politics - the
idea of a nation linked together in an explicit bond, a
foundational text or constitution of mutual responsibility. It is a
highly distinctive form of politics. Unlike the politics of power,

7 Rabbi Menachem Leibtag, “Shoftim: Long Live the King,” Rabbi Menachem
Leibtag on Parsha, on outorah.org. https:/ /outorah.org/p/37719/
* https:// mizrachi.org/hamizrachi/in-the-eyes-of-the-nations/

11
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it is predicated on the equal dignity and freedom of all its
citizens. It involves a narrative - the story of the origins of the
people and how they came to join together in collective
enterprise to pursue the common good.

It is his opinion that nations other than the Jewish people will
also be inspired to establish this idea of a covenant in which the
people will pursue morality. He argues that the United States is a
modern example of this idea of covenantal politics:

From the beginning, its founders saw themselves as the children
of Israel of their day, escaping from Egypt (=England) and a
cruel Pharaoh (England’s kings), across the Red Sea (=the
Atlantic) to what George Washington called ‘the almost
promised land.”””

Rabbi Sacks points out that even philosopher Alexis de
Toqueville suggested that religion in America “takes no direct part
in the government of society, but it must be regarded as the first of

their political institutions.”"

Beyond Jewish thought, Christianity has also adopted the
concept of Ohr Le-goyim. Christians have interpreted this verse in
Yeshayahu to be about Jesus being a guiding light for the world with
his teachings as well as spreading Christianity. In the Acts of the
Apostles,'" Paul the Apostle connects the verse from Yeshayahu to
Jesus being the Messiah. The verse has also been related to Jesus'
identification of himself with the light of the world in John's Gospel,
saying, "I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not
walk in darkness, but will have the light of life."” Furthermore, this
idea has been used in modern Christian contexts, such as when
former president Donald Trump referred to the United States as a

’ https:// mizrachi.org/hamizrachi/in-the-eyes-of-the-nations/

' Toqueville, Chapter 17, Democracy In America.
" Acts of the Apostles 13:47 and 26:23.
2 John 8:12.
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"light to all nations" at the Christian National Prayer Breakfast.”
Clearly, this idea shows up in many contexts, yet Jews interpret it as
spreading Jewish values and morals in a broad sense.

In contrast to Rabbi Leibtag and Rabbi Sacks who focus on
serving as an Ohr Le-goyim specifically on the national level, Rav
Samson Refael Hirsch™ emphasizes our responsibility to be an Ohr
Le-goyim as individuals."” He writes:

If, however, in the midst of a world which worships wealth and
lust, Israel were to live a tranquil life of righteousness and love;
if, while everywhere else the generation of man is sinking into
the depth of sensuality and immorality, Israel's sons and
daughters should bloom forth in the splendor of youth, purity
and innocence, ah, what a powerful instrument for good Israel
could be! If...every Jew would be a mutely eloquent example and
teacher of universal righteousness and universal love; if thus the
dispersed of Israel were to show themselves everywhere on
earth as the glorious priests of God and pure humanity; if only
we were, or would become that which we should be, if only our
lives were a perfect reflection of our Law - what a mighty force
we would constitute for steering mankind to the final goal of all
human education! This would affect man-kind more quietly, but
much more forcefully and profoundly than ever our tragic
record of suffering.

This vision of Rav Hirsch is uplifting and inspiring, encouraging
each one of us to be a role model in our own private lives and to
serve as an “eloquent example and teacher of universal
righteousness and universal love.” Certainly, we should in fact, all
strive for this. And for the 2000 years in which we were in exile, this
was the pinnacle of what we could aspire to. With the modern state

" https:/ /web.archive.org/web/20201229144321 / https:/ / twitter.com / realDo
naldTrump/status/961693860916289536

" Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters, 65.

' Though there were early nationalist movements in the 19th century, Rav
Hirsch probably could not even fathom a national state for Jews.

13
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of Israel, however, we have suddenly been gifted an enormous
opportunity to impact the world on a grander scale than anything
imaginable for the last 2000 years.

Religious Zionists have, in fact, brought new meaning to the
verse from Yeshayahu. Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion declared
that:

History did not pamper us with power, wealth, large lands, or
great numbers. But history gave us a rare moral and intellectual
quality that confers on us the privilege and the responsibility of
being a light to the nations."

For Rabbi Yehuda Amital,” the meaning of Ohr Le-goyim is
clearly linked to a moral Jewish state. In discussing the beginning of
the state of Israel, he wrote:

Unlike the Charedim, we will not undermine the importance or
legitimacy of the State; but our love for our country must not
blind us from criticizing its shortcomings. We remain very, very
far from the ideal Jewish State, and we must therefore do
whatever we can to bring about its realization...If we want to
hasten the ultimate redemption, we must work harder to ensure
moral values on both the individual and communal levels.
Closing the social gaps, concern for the vulnerable elements of
society, fighting poverty, respectful treatment of the non-Jews in
Israel - all these measures will bring us closer to the day for
which we long.

Using Rabbi Amital’s definition of Religious Zionism, bettering
society must be part of the Jewish state. Bettering society is not a
given for any state, but striving to create a society that is more just
and upright is an ideal which can be accomplished by the Jewish
people only within a Jewish state.

16 Ministry of Defense Publications, 1980, 35.
' https:/ / torah.etzion.org.il/ en/religious-significance-state-israel
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Although there are alternate interpretations, such as that of Rav
Hirsch, I find the perspective of Rabbi Leibtag and other Religious
Zionists compelling - that a true manifestation of Ohr Le-goyim on a
global level can only occur within a Jewish state.

Because it is set in the diaspora, Megillat Esther provides an
illuminating case study for why a true manifestation of Ohr Le-goyim
can only be realized within a Jewish state. This may depend on a
debate among rabbis about when the events of the Megilla took
place. According to Rabbi Tzvi Sinensky, “conventional rabbinic
chronology” places the Purim story before the Second Temple was
built, yet, according to modern scholarly consensus, Purim did not
take place until around fifty years after the Second Temple was
constructed.” According to Rabbis Yoel Bin-Nun and Menachem
Leibtag, this difference in timing could completely change our
reading of the Megilla as not only a story that occurred while the
Jews were in exile, but as a story in which the Jews of Persia chose
to remain in exile rather than return to a rebuilt Jerusalem. Rabbis
Bin-Nun and Leibtag even suggest that the Megilla could be
interpreted as a satire of the Jews who remained in Persia rather
than return to Jerusalem.” This reading can provide a lens into how
Jewish political power can serve as a manifestation of Ohr Le-goyim:
Jews can be an Ohr Le-goyim in foreign governments but only at a
steep price.

There are two ways to understand the progression of events that
culminate in Esther becoming queen. Megillat Esther 2:8 explicitly
states “7910 N2 YR INOR NPO>M” - that Esther was taken to the palace,

'® See Rabbi Tzvi Sinensky’s presentation of both sides of this debate in his
article, “The Kings of Persia and the Missing Years,”
https:/ /etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/ketuvim/sefer-ezra/kings-persia-and-
missing-years

 https:// etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/ketuvim/sefer-ezra/kings-persia-and-
missing-years
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seemingly against her will. But who did the taking? Most assume it
was Achashveirosh’s officers who were mentioned just five pesukim
earlier in verse 3 as having been appointed by Achashveirosh to
gather all the virgins. According to this reading, Esther is taken
completely unwillingly, against what both she and Mordechai
desire. Both she and Mordechai are horrified and devastated by this
turn of events of Esther being taken to a non-Jewish king’s harem.

I would like to suggest an alternative reading. Perhaps
Mordechai is the subject of NpYm - he is the one who takes Esther to
Achashveirosh’s palace. Supporting this read is the fact that the
same verb, npY, is used in the previous verse to describe Mordechai
taking Esther as his daughter after the death of her parents.” This
indicates that Mordechai feels proprietary toward Esther; he feels it
is his role to “take” her and direct where she goes and what she
does. According to this interpretation, rather than Mordechai being
a horrified bystander who helplessly watches as Esther is taken by
the king’s officers to the palace, he is the one who actively brings
her to the palace himself and orchestrates her becoming queen.

Why would Mordechai do such a thing? A fascinating comment
by the Ralbag™ contains a possible answer. Esther 2:10 states:
STATRY TWR 72 MY PTIN 2 APTARTIRY ARY TR TWOR NTHTRY
Esther did not tell her nation or her birthplace because
Mordechai commanded her that she should not tell.
Why does Mordechai instruct Esther to hide her Jewish identity?
One might think that it is because he is trying to save her from anti-
Semitism. However, there is no reason to suspect that

* nay 1% dTIN ANPY ANRY AR MNP — 11 INOR (Interestingly, Megilla 13a

suggests that np% here means that Mordechai took Esther as a wife.)

2l Rabbi Levi ben Gershom, also known as Gersonides (1288-1344), was a
Medieval French Jewish philosopher, Talmudist, mathematician, physician,
and astronomer.

16



Ada Perlman

Achashveirosh would kill her or endanger her for being Jewish;
Haman'’s evil decree is still five years in the future. If anything,
knowing that she is Jewish would be distasteful to Achashveirosh
and would make him release her from the palace to go back home!

The Ralbag suggests an alternative explanation:

12910 N RNW DRI 3TN0 29 ANT — TN RY TWR 1YY M DTN D
TN RYY 1YY MR HRIWY 210 YOV 1M AT HHYY Y v nnn
RINY Y9V DYN RINY INIRT 2P 7H10N NI1aTY? RHW *79 RN 1Y NIRN

INIRD 12 0O

Because Mordechai commanded her that she should not tell - It seems

that Mordechai saw that she would be queen in place of Vashti,

and because through her it was possible that good would come

to Israel, he commanded her not to tell from which nation she

came so that the king would not leave her because of seeing that

she is from a lowly nation that is in exile among the nations.

According to the Ralbag, the reason Mordechai instructs Esther

to hide her Jewish identity is to make it more likely for
Achashveirosh to choose her as his queen; surely the king would not
choose a wife from a lowly, exiled nation. In other words, according
to the Ralbag, Mordechai wants Esther to become queen, and he
posits that Mordechai’s motivation is that he realizes that if she can
obtain this powerful role, she will be in a position to be able to help
Am Yisrael

This interpretation believes that in order to get Esther into a
position in which she will be able to help the Jewish people,
Mordechai instructs her to go so far as to hide her Jewish identity
and even change her name from Hadassah to Esther.

Since Esther must hide her Judaism in order to gain political
power, can she really be an Ohr Le-goyim even when she attains this

* He does not suggest that Mordechai hoped she would save Am Yisrael, since
at the point at which she becomes queen, there is not yet any reason to suspect
that Am Yisrael would be threatened with annihilation five years later.
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power? Her people survive yet at a very high cost for Esther, both
in her personal life - she must spend the rest of her life married to
Achashveirosh - and in her religious life - she must hide her Judaism
for a prolonged period of time and presumably violate many
mitzvot.

Throughout Masechet Megilla, Chazal voice opposing midrashim
regarding Esther’s Jewish identity. On the one hand, they go as far
as to say that she observed hilchot nidda (the laws of Family Purity,
such as going to the mikva) while in Achashveirosh’s palace.” Yet on
the other hand, they suggest that she was so assimilated and well-
liked that to every man she appeared like a member of his own

nation.*

I believe the latter midrash fits better with the simple reading of
the Megilla: Esther had to hide her identity, which must have meant
giving up those mitzvot she couldn’t keep in secret, in order to attain
the power she eventually holds by the end of the story. It's
important to bear in mind that at the point when Esther chooses to
make this compromise, the Jews are not yet in a dire situation.
Haman has not yet made his decree to wipe out the Jews so Esther
does not know that her people will need saving; she only knows that
being queen might enable her to help them in some general ways. Is
this compromise of her core identity and marriage to a non-Jewish
king really worth it, especially since it is only to help those members
of the nation who have already chosen not to return to Israel?

Professor Yonatan Grossman suggests that the exile of the Jews
of Persia and Esther’s Jewish identity (or lack thereof) are
inextricably linked in the Megilla. He writes:

» Megilla 13b.
* Megilla 13a.

18



Ada Perlman

Esther, in this context, represents a mirror image of the situation
of the Jewish nation as a whole. At the beginning of the story
they hide their Jewish identity, participating in the feasts of the
Persian king ("For all the people who were in Shushan, the
capital" - 1:5)” and even going by Persian names (Mordekhai,
Esther)...In this context, the narrative emphasizes the hiding of
Esther's Jewish identity not because of its reason or purpose, but
rather as the point of departure for a narrative in which the issue
of Jewish identity in exile is one of the key themes to be explored
throughout the text.

Using this framework to view Esther’s hidden Jewish identity
suggests that the Jewish people of Persia, including Esther, are fairly
comfortable with their assimilated status as they participate in royal
feasts® and even sleep with non-Jewish kings. Even Haman is aware
of the rampant assimilation of the Jews of Persia. When attempting
to convince Achashveirosh to allow all the Jews in his kingdom to
be killed, he opens his argument by highlighting that the Jews are
scattered throughout Achaveirosh’s kingdom:

TR Y23 DRPY PATION 190 THRDY Y YINYN 1202107 1R
..90%n

Haman then said to King Achashveirosh, “There is a certain
people, scattered and dispersed among the other peoples in all
the provinces of your realm...
By using the phrase 778103 77910, Haman implies that since the
people are scattered and dispersed, rather than concentrated in their
own land, they are weak and vulnerable. Perhaps it takes until it is

® Grossman also notes the context at the beginning is Persian and not Jewish.
There are several literary parallels between the Persian palace and the Temple
in Jerusalem. Some of the items mentioned (jn38) nYn) have resonance. In
the introduction of Mordechai, the word m% appears four times. All this
suggests that the author wants you to notice what is missing in exile.

% Chazal even say that the party was celebrating that 70 years had passed and
yet the Jews had not returned to Israel, even though Yirmiyahu had
prophesized that the exile would last 70 years (Megilla 12a).
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a matter of life and death for the Jews to realize their mistake for not
returning to a rebuilt Israel.

By the end of the Megilla, Mordechai is in a position of political
power instead of Haman, which adds to the “ve-nahafoch hu” theme
of the Megilla. The last verse of the Megilla reads:

W7 PR 207 M3 D2 i UMY 3202 n3wn nnm 170 72
YrYY DIYY 12T YY) 20

For Mordechai the Jew ranked second to King Achashveirosh
and was highly regarded by the Jews and liked by most of his
brethren; he sought the good of his people and interceded for the
welfare of all his kindred.

Though the Megilla seems to be ending on a high note, this verse
contains some thinly veiled criticism. Rashi, citing Masechet Megilla
16b, writes:

97 ,PITIIV NYPR NHN WY THZN IIKR 927 KDY "Ny 297 ¥
ATINYIN YV 10 MOYRY 219p NYYIY

“Liked by most of his brethren.” But not by all his brethren. This
teaches us that part of the Sanhedrin separated from him because
he became close to the monarchy and neglected his Torah
learning.

The Gemara in Masechet Megilla 16b adds an additional proof
that Mordechai was demoted rather than celebrated for prioritizing
his political role over his Torah learning, even though he used his
role to save lives:

2 DYN RIPIYNT NIV NYRIN NP NN TINYD HIT3 901 27 IR
DY IRT YR :1ND RIPYH IYND IN2 iDIN ,NPIIR N2 12TINH
oy nm:n" 12002 ‘]103‘71 71092 9710 '1"71:1 MY RN yIY? ‘nzmr

719932 %710 RN NIAYT AT 1AM PIY? Y323

Rav Yosef said: Studying Torah is greater than saving lives, as
initially, when listing the Jewish leaders who came to Eretz
Yisrael, Mordechai was mentioned after four other people, but at
the end he was listed after five. This is taken to indicate that his
involvement in governmental affairs instead of in Torah study
lowered his stature one notch. The Gemara proves this: At first
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it is written: “Who came with Zerubbabel: Jeshua, Nehemiah,
Seraiah, Reelaiah, Mordechai Bilshan” (Ezra 2:2); but in the end,
in a later list, it is written: “Who came with Zerubbabel: Jeshua,
Nehemiah, Azariah, Raamiah, Nahmani, Mordechai Bilshan”
(Nehemiah 7:7).

According to this Gemara, Mordechai was censured for
becoming involved in politics instead of devoting time to Torah
study and serving on the Sanhedrin. Although his being involved
in politics played a critical role in saving the Jewish people, his
status was lowered. This highlights that in order to save the people,
Mordechai had to sacrifice important parts of his Jewish identity
such as being a learned scholar and a respected member of the
Sanhedrin. This again begs the question: At what cost do Esther and
Mordechai attain their power, and are they using it to be an Ohr Le-
goyim?

We are raised to believe that the Megilla has a triumphant ending
with Haman receiving his just deserves and the Jewish people
celebrating their salvation. However, a closer look reveals that it is
an unsatisfactory ending: the Megilla does not end with a return to
Zion, but rather a description of Mordechai attaining political
power. As reflected in the Gemara above, not everyone approves of
Mordechai’s political involvement in the Persian government and
he is even demoted by the Sanhedrin. The Megilla is perhaps
suggesting that Mordechai and Esther are not the ideal role models
to follow because the price they pay is too high. They are
participating in a foreign government that just tried to kill them!
This could add to the satire: after this whole story of Jewish victory
over a foreign government, the Jews of Persia (and most importantly
their leaders) still don’t return to a Jewish state and even become
more enmeshed in that very government!” As shown in

¥ A modern-day equivalent would have been if the Jews of Europe had survived
the Holocaust just to become members of Hitler's government!
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Mordechai’s example, the people survive but they don’t seem to get
the message: they remain in exile and even worse, they participate
in the tyrannical government that had just tried to destroy them.

In order to be an Ohr Le-goyim, one must be able to be involved
in politics but not at the cost of losing one’s moral compass. Esther
and Mordechai are generally held up as shining examples of Jews
operating in a foreign court. Yet, all they aspire to is saving the Jews
from destruction - it is merely a preventative goal, not a proactive
one. They never even dream of using their position to serve as role
models or to teach the world how to set up a moral society. The most
they can hope for as Jews in a foreign court is warding off disaster,
not the grand, majestic vision of serving as an Ohr Le-goyim. That
can only be the dream and vision of a Jewish State.

With a Jewish state we acquire the potential to serve as a light
unto the nations on an entirely different level. In his book, The
Zionist, Ian Pear writes:

An individual might do the exact same things a nation might do,
but an individual who gives 10% of his funds away would never
be able to match the collective power of the wealthiest nations.”

Though an individual can certainly be involved in foreign
politics (both in Mordechai’s case and in the modern age), the
impact of the Jewish people in a state of our own far exceeds what
any lone Jewish individual abroad could ever dream of achieving.
Not only does a collective have more impact, there is a wider
playing field. A country has to deal with economic policy, military
ethics, welfare, and more. Where the Jewish person is a small candle
on his own, the Jewish state is a lighthouse, radiating Jewish ideals
on an international stage.

% Pear, The Zionist (CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2011) 94.
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Thus far, I do not believe that our state has achieved
“lighthouse” status yet. We still have much work to do in order to
become an exemplary Ohr Le-goyim. With current debates
surrounding the Israeli legal system and the morally questionable
ways in which the government treats Palestinians, Israel is far from
being the model Ohr Le-goyim that we should be, but this does not
mean that we cannot or should not continuously strive to come ever
closer to this ideal. Finally having a state after 2000 years of exile
offers us the extraordinary opportunity to present ourselves on the
world stage. It is a heavy responsibility but also a privilege that we
must take upon ourselves seriously. We are still striving towards
the ideal of being a light unto the nations, and it is up to all of us in
the 21st century to make this a reality. As Rabbi Tarfon states in
Pirkei Avot 2:16:

n3pn Y927 1IN 13 DR KDY 1D NIRYAD TIY XD

It is not your duty to finish the work, but neither are you at
liberty to neglect it.

With the state of Israel being 75 years young, it is our duty to try
to make it the place it should be - an exceptional Ohr Le-goyim
modeling justice and morality for all the world.
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An Exploration of Chanoch:

A Personal Journey
Aviva Klahr

I have always been fascinated by the book of Bereishit, probably
because I assign so much significance to beginnings. Intentional
firsts are models, they set the stage. And so when I reopen Bereishit
each year, and gaze at the familiar words, I am excited but also
somewhat mystified, begging the words and stories to explain
themselves to me: What are you doing here? What are you trying to tell
me? It is a precious feeling experienced by many who love to delve
into Torah and ponder its mysteries. Each narrative offers a thrilling
journey to embark upon. In this essay, I will attempt to share just
one such recent journey of mine.

The Subjective Self: A Mystically-Inspired Reading of Chanoch

I am reading Bereishit Perek 5, which 1 understand to be
something of an in-between flash-forward device. Listed in a highly
structured format is the line of descent from Adam to Noach. The
genealogical list is a technical and utilitarian bridge connecting the
previous and upcoming protagonists. I am about to move on with
my reading when something jumps out at me.

The seventh generation listed, Chanoch, is written differently
than all the others. I wonder, who is this Chanoch and why is he
different? More importantly, what is his special role here, standing
out on this Bereishit bridge? And perhaps, can he be more than just
a connector but maybe even a protagonist in his own right?

! Aviva was mentored by Rabbanit Dena Rock.
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To begin to make sense of Chanoch, I create a chart to highlight
the ways in which he differs from the norm. On the right-hand side,
I place the pesukim about Yered, Chanoch’s father, to serve as a
reference to the typical structure. On the left-hand side, I place the
entire Torah text about Chanoch, and I bold the words in which
Chanoch differs from the typical format:

N

™
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MYVINHTIR T MY

(21) Chanoch lived 65 years
and he fathered
Metushelach.

YY) Ry 1M ()
TR TN MY nRmM MY
7N

(18) Yered lived 162 years
and he fathered Chanoch.

DFRIMR 700 2007 (20)
novinn R - TN OInw
D33 TN MY niRn Wy

M

(22) Chanoch walked with
God for 300 years after he
fathered Metushelach, and
he fathered sons and
daughters.

oI R T (07)
MY MRp MY anny
NN 02 TN

(19) Yered lived 800
years after he fathered
Chanoch, and he fathered
sons and daughters.

wpn TN Py pn ()
niRn VoY MY Dww
MY

(23) All the days of
Chanoch were 365 years.

DRY TR AN ()
niRD YUM MY DY)
NN MY

(20) All the days of Yered
were 962 years, and then
he died.

DFIRIIN 7330 72000 (19)
(PR INR NPYYI MR

(24) Chanoch walked with
God, and he was no more,
for God took him.
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The first detail that I notice is that rather than say 790 n7,
following his son’s birth, the pasuk states: DpYRI MR 790 7200N. I do
not yet know what “walking with God” means, but somehow it
seems to be in contrast with normal “living.” But before I can even
ponder that further, another question strikes me: Why is Chanoch
only “walking with God” for the last 300 years of his life and not for
the 65 years in the prior pasuk in which he just “lived”? Something
in him must have changed in between his first 65 years and the
remaining 300. That's when I suddenly notice the glaringly obvious
hint that peshat has been holding up for me all along: n?¥InnRNR 7911
- he gave birth to a child at exactly that juncture. A half-solved
mystery to which I shall return.

I move my focus to the final pasuk describing Chanoch, verse 24,
hoping I will find some answers there:

“DPOR IR NR2YR NPRY DORIIR TN 19007

Chanoch walked with God, and he was no more, for God took
him.

I can feel the words tugging on me, teasing me with all the
additional questions they raise. I first focus on the second half of the
verse, POR DR NPY7Y NPRY. While the word nim - and he died, is
used to describe the death of every other person listed, for Chanoch
the text instead writes that he “was no more” for “God took him.”
This curious and cryptic replacement demands answers that I
cannot yet attempt to suggest.

I draw my eyes back to the beginning of that same verse: 770107
wPORINR N, and wonder why is the “walking” of verse 22
repeated verbatim here in verse 24. That is when a second
observation dawns on me. If I understood the first appearance of
this phrase in verse 22 to be connected to its following words,
regarding the birth of his child, surely this same phrase in verse 24
should be relevant to its following words as well, regarding his
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removal. Now when reading through both verses again with new
eyes, it suddenly begins to flow. The birth of his son seems to have
triggered Chanoch’s initial “@i5>RmR 790 99001” and that same
continued “walking with God” seems to have triggered, or even
caused, his “1)R”. But still, I do not have any idea as to why.

Before I can attempt to further explore that development, I must
first try to analyze the phrase m7i>RinR 710 79007 to understand
what it means that Chanoch walked with God. I compare it to a
similar phrase that God commands to Avraham in Bereishit 17:1 -
099 79000 - walk before Me. Both of these phrases indicate some sort
of alignment with God, but the words n® and a9 create a stark
contrast. While to walk before God indicates that one is on the same
path as God, the more direct word n®, has no English equivalent
and can only be poorly translated as “with.” nX is a preposition that
serves as a definite direct object marker.? It is common for it to follow
a verb such as loving, seeing, hearing, eating, wanting, doing, etc.
These are all processes that inseparably intertwine their subject to
the object. The curious phrase of walking with God, rather than
toward, before, or behind Him, places the walker in much closer
proximity to God, on the same plane as God in a sense. The
command to Avraham is God’s request, and thus must be seen as
anideal. And yet the intensity of Chanoch’s walking with God seems
to surpass that. Why then didn’t God command Avraham to walk
with Him, as Chanoch did? I would suggest that perhaps Chanoch'’s
path represents a form of extremism. Let’s pause here to consider:
what does it mean to walk with God - to be one with Him?

The concept of being one with God is elaborated upon at great
length by the Kabbalistic branches of Jewish philosophy. They build
on the famous phrase from Devarim 4:35, Y7291 73p 1R - there is none
other, or nothing else, beside Him. God in his absolute infinitude is

2 Thekefar.com.
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referred to as the ein sof,’ and in the face of that, nothing else can
exist. When one attempts to truly internalize this idea, he begins to
understand that in truth, his own individual identity cannot be
anything more than an illusion. To be with God in this sense, is to
understand that you are not a separate being at all, but rather just a
part of Him, with a false sense of self. Perhaps the embarkment on
that train of thought is what is being referred to as Chanoch’s walk
with God.

With this idea in mind, I can now answer my earlier question
from verse 23: how did having a child trigger Chanoch’s change
from “nn” (normal living) to “mpoRnmy 190nn” (walking with
God)?

I try to imagine myself in the experience of a new parent. It is to
look down at another’s face, and be met by your own reflection...
and for the first time, to even see past it. In that moment, where you
are overwhelmed by such a pure, deep connection, you suddenly
feel yourself melting away. Because just for an instant you forget
about - and realize it doesn't matter - who you are as an individual,
but rather that you are only who you are in relation to this child.
And this child in fact carries parts of yourself. You are one with him.
The notion of your own “self” that you have spent your entire life
carefully constructing is suddenly being chipped away in the face
of something greater. This experience begins to alter Chanoch’s

* The literal translation is “without end” but the concept is too deep to be
encapsulated by a literal translation.

* The idea of ein od milvado is just a starting point of much of kabbalistic thought,
and is further developed in different directions in an attempt to reconcile this
counterintuitive belief with what we perceive and experience as reality. The
Lithuanian school of thought developed a radically different approach to how
man should understand and relate to what he so plainly experiences as his
reality. However, this paper will follow the former approach to develop an
understanding of Chanoch.

29



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

understanding of his individual identity, and creates the space for
him to explore this idea in his relation to God. The root of the word,
.39.n, indicates a constant process of moving forward, and as
Chanoch “walks with God,” a process unfolds as the apparent
separation between himself and God thins, and he begins to grasp
what absolute unity with God’s True reality means - the loss of
oneself.

Now we can finally understand the enigmatic phrase in pasuk 24,
DPYR DR NRYD NPRY - and he was no more because God took him.
Chanoch continues to walk toward being One with God, slowly
tearing down the dividing wall, until finally, it is demolished. He
achieves a state where He has truly eliminated all sense of self that
serves as distance between him, the world, and God. But what
happens now? “nPR1” - his self is no more. Just as those distinctions
ceased to be, from the human perspective, Chanoch ceased to be as
well. “Dp9R INR NP7 - the concept of God (His infinite and
objective existence) overtook Chanoch, and that is why he ceased to
be.

But still, we are left with gaps. Many other people experience
child-birth or encounter a feeling of oneness with God at some other
point in their lives, and yet do not cease to exist as Chanoch did.
What else can we learn about Chanoch from the limited pesukim
about him to understand what made him different and pushed him
in this extreme direction?

I would now like to turn our attention to the seemingly
insignificant detail that Chanoch is listed as the seventh generation
from Adam. What does the number seven represent? In a way, he is
like the Shabbat of generations. Seven, like the Day of Rest after all
of Creation, is a number of completion, lacking contradiction or
tension. Through all six days of the week, Jews face the tension of
being spiritual beings while having to work and take part in a
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material world. On the seventh day, Shabbat, we stop working, and
embrace spirituality and our connection to God entirely, and we are
given rest from that tension. That is who Chanoch was - he
eliminated all tension, and lived a life of Shabbat in which he was
solely focused on his connection to his Creator and not the material
world. But that is not how we are supposed to live. There is no such
thing as Shabbat if there aren't also six days of chol. We need to
experience six days of tension before every one day of spiritual
unity. We need the disconnection in order to truly connect.

Another number of importance in the Chanoch narrative is the
amount of years that Chanoch lived - 365 - the number of days in
the solar calendar. Rabbeinu Bachye says that this alludes to
Chanoch’s character as someone who was always searching to
understand the way the world works - the objective Truth. Now we
can understand why Chanoch had to eliminate his individual self.
He could not live knowing that everything he was experiencing was
merely an illusion on some level. He had to see the world in its
objective True reality of ein sof.

This reference to the solar calendar also draws our attention to
an interesting contrast to the lunar calendar, which the Torah
follows. The solar calendar represents a more objective form of
counting, as its basis is the sun, the source of all light, a stationary
unchanging unit. What, then, does the lunar calendar represent? We
follow the moon and its constant rebirth, growth, and
disappearance. However, we are aware that this is an illusion. In
reality, the moon is not changing shape. The moon does not even
have any light of its own; that too is an illusion, as it is merely
reflecting the light of the sun. We recognize that using the moon,
which orbits the earth, which orbits the sun, is an extremely
subjective way to measure time. In fact, halacha requires humans to
declare the new moon themselves. We even adjust our calendar to
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occasionally add an extra month, Adar Bet, to better align the lunar
calendar to the solar one to maintain the holidays in their correct
seasons. This represents the balance between the subjective and the
objective that we are trying to strike.

I think this largely represents our Torah and God-given mission
on earth. We understand that our reality is subjective, it is not The
Truth. However, it is a truth, something that is just as valuable, and
on some level, just as real. We say that the purpose of life is deveikut
ba-Hashem, to attach ourselves to God. But in order to create a
connection and closeness, there must also be the prerequisite of
distance, as the prior example of Shabbat displays. All throughout
the Torah, we understand the idea of kedusha, holiness, to be only a
result of separation. The very word means it. You can only come
close to someone or something if it is on some level distinct from
yourself. And only when you do create this closeness and
relationship with God can you bring good and lasting change into
the world.

Perhaps this is another meaning of “11R)”. When Chanoch left
this world, he was “no more” because he did not leave any lasting
impact. He removed himself so far from this physically subjective
world, that he was not able to bring about any change. And then
what was his life for? We must accept this construct of reality in
order to achieve anything, and that matters because lowercase truth
matters. Unlike Chanoch who was solely focused on the solar
calendar, we follow both, counting by the lunar calendar but
aligning it with the solar one. In the same way that we add months,
we actively create our reality. And in the same way that we adjust
the lunar calendar to align it with the solar one, we live our lives
aware of the objective Truth and appreciate our Oneness with God
to an extent, while at the same time valuing our own independent
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existence. We must experience this constant tension and
contradiction of existence, because that is what it means to truly live.

“Walking”s: A Progression in Early Bereishit

After analyzing the story of Chanoch and uncovering meaning
behind it, it is imperative to understand what role he plays in the
greater context of Bereishit. To do so, we will compare and contrast
Chanoch’s “walking” with God to other such “walking”s.
Fascinatingly, the word 79nn», walking, in relation to God appears
by multiple other early characters in Bereishit, including Adam,
Noach, and Avraham.” These three instances, together with
Chanoch’s, create a type-scene of sorts, and when examined
together, contribute toward one continuous narrative and message.

After Adam sins, he hides, while God is said to be walking in the
Garden of Eden:

190 1Y) DTN RANDR) DR MDY 132 12000 PR ' ik Dnyn

M0 PY T2 DPOR N
They heard the sound of God walking in the Garden at the
breezy time of day and the man and his wife hid from God
among the trees of the Garden (Bereishit 3:8).

This description follows mankind'’s first sin, his betrayal of God’s
will - his conscious choice to separate himself from God and
prioritize his individual being. Rather than walking in relation to
God, Adam leaves God to walk on His own. This divide between
Adam and God is the first stage in man’s exploration of his
individual self in relation to God.

® The 1 M3, by Rav Yitzchak Shmuel Reggio, contrasts the consecutive
imperfect word “79nnn” to its past perfect form “75”, to understand that this
ongoing process of walking in relation to God is one of deep spiritual
significance, that of man’s desire to be in constant pursuit of God.
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The next character in which there is said to be “walking” in
relation to God is our good friend, Chanoch. Most mefarshim
understand Chanoch’s walking as signifying his pursuit of
closeness with God.® I argued above that such a process can result
in a loss of the self, which in a way is the complete opposite extreme
of Adam. The text manifests Chanoch’s loss of self-identity in the
loss of his present and lasting self, his removal from the world and
“NPRY”. However, this only emphasizes one danger of man’s loss of
individual identity. The other danger of this phenomenon is further
explored through Noach.

In the perek immediately following Chanoch’s, we are introduced
to Noach:

NN DPORTIR YA M) DRD PTY YR D) 0 nipin by
These are the descendants of Noach, Noach was a purely righteous man
in his generation, with God Noach walked (Bereishit 6:9).

Besides Chanoch, this is the only other place in Tanach where the
language of walking with God - ©p>RN NR - is used. Interestingly
here too, as with Chanoch, the phrase is written alongside the
mention of his children. But here with Noach, the order of the
phrasing is flipped: first the pasuk says “with God” and then “Noach
walked.” Additionally, both Chanoch and Noach’s names contain the
same letters of chet and nun, but they are spelled in reverse order.
There appears to be some inverse parallel between the two
characters. This plays out most significantly in their unique roles in
their generations. Both characters are the sole members of their
world to walk “DpHRpMR”, and both experience a loss of self-
identity in the face of God, but with opposite manifestations. While
Chanoch is taken early from the world unlike all of the people
surrounding him, Noach is the only one who remains in the world

® This will be discussed later in this paper.

34



Aviva Klahr

while his whole generation is killed in the flood. Or to rephrase it
more poignantly, Chanoch’s walking results in the removal of his
own physical self, while Noach’s results in the removal of everyone

around him.

Throughout the entire story of the Flood, Noach is completely
silent. God tells him of His plans to destroy humanity and
commands him to build an ark for himself and his family. And
Noach obliges:

NPY 12 DPOR IR NI YR 505 0 wPN
And Noach did according to everything that God commanded
him, so did he do (Bereishit 6:22).
Similarly, it says in Bereishit 7:5:
IR AMYTIYR 592 N VYN
Noach did according to all that God commanded him.

Noach is righteous, doing exactly God’s will - but never more.
He does not argue, he does not pray, and as Chazal criticize, he does
not even attempt to convince the sinners of his generation to repent.
Perhaps this is because someone who sees himself as purely an
extension of God without any strong individual identity is unable
to act on his own or make independent decisions. Noach does not
equate his existence with God to the extent that Chanoch did, for
here the phrase is only written once rather than twice, and Noach
does in fact remain living in this world. However, he seems to
subscribe to the same extreme ideology and it leads him to stand by
and allow the deaths of all his fellow men. It is as if Chanoch and
Noach are foil characters, two opposite sides of the same dangerous

coin.

Adam’s story explores an unhealthy extreme of separation
between man and God. Both Chanoch’s and Noach's stories explore
the opposite extreme of unhealthy lack of separate identity from
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God. Chanoch displays a loss of lasting self, and Noach exhibits a
loss of responsible independent action to the detriment of others.
Up to this point, the stage of Bereishit presents an ongoing chaotic
struggle from extreme to extreme, unsuccessfully trying to find the
proper balance to the eternal question: What is man’s role in the face
of God? And suddenly from the midst of the blurry mess, a spotlight
appears and a man walks onstage. His name is Avraham.

I believe this is what God means when He commands Avraham
“09% 99nn0” - walk before Me. God is ordering Avraham to walk on
the same path as God, but as a separate distinct being. He must be
committed to God’s will but should respond to God and even argue
with Him when need be. God does not want man to purely be a
pawn in God’s game, but rather to be an active player.

In a way, Avraham is the tikkun (corrective) to his preceding
characters. Avraham does not leave God to walk alone like Adam,
but rather clings to Him and attempts to follow His will even when
it seems impossible, such as when asked to sacrifice his beloved son.
Yet, unlike Chanoch, Avraham retains his strong sense of self.
Avraham heeds God’s call of 973, go for yourself,” creating his own
path, and not only is he not 19X, but he is the everlasting ideological
father of monotheism, as well as the biological father of a great
nation, blessed to be as numerous as the stars and sand.® And in
contrast to Noach, God’s silent servant who does not take individual
responsibility for his fellow man, Avraham responds to God, and
when he sees fit, even argues with Him, as on behalf of the people
of Sedom.’ In stark contrast to Noach, Avraham is known as the
prototype of a ba’al chesed, stepping up to care for others. Avraham'’s
unique character and his remarkable ability to properly balance the

7 Bereishit 12:1.
8 Bereishit 22:7.
® Bereishit 18:23-32.
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tensions between self and God set him apart as the role model in
this exploration.

Chanoch’s Being “Taken” and his Character...
Positive or Negative?

After completing my personal journey into the pesukim, I wanted
to expand my exploration of Chanoch by delving into the various
commentators. I hoped to develop a more comprehensive picture of
Chanoch, to learn other approaches to him than the one I developed
above, and to gain an understanding of the motivations behind
different approaches.

The Biblical text leaves room for contrasting opinions regarding
how to understand Chanoch’s character. While “walking with God"
seems to reflect upon him positively, his premature disappearance
from this world is ambiguous, and creates space for radically
different interpretations of his character. The verse’s unusual
phrasing by Chanoch of mp%® InR npvy, rather than the typical
nnn, as well as the additional word 112Xy, clearly highlight that his
death was in some way unique and should be regarded differently
than the others. By exploring contrasting interpretations of
Chanoch’s “being taken” in the commentaries of Chazal and the
Rishonim, we will see vastly different pictures of Chanoch emerge.

One interpretation of DY INR NPY3 is that Chanoch did in fact
die. This interpretation is supported by other instances in Tanach
where the root .n.p.5 clearly refers to death. For example, Yona prays
in 4:3:

00 MNP 7D I[N PYAINR RIMP N AOY)

And now, Hashem, please take my soul from me, for my death
is better than my life.

37



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

In the stomach of the fish, Yona is asking God for death, and he
uses the shoresh .n.p.5 in his request.

Similarly, in Yechezkel 24:16-18, God warns Yechezkel that He
will take away (np?) that which Yechezkel’s eyes desire, and then
Yechezkel’s wife dies the following day:

R17) N2IN Np) 70N Np) NAINI PPY TANNTR J9R.NFY 1N DNI2

WX 1722 DYR) 1192 "HYN DAY 1022 TYDYR 13THY ... :INPRT RN
BN

"Son of man, behold, I take away from you the desire of your
eyes with a stroke; yet you shall neither mourn nor weep, neither
shall your tears run down...” So I spoke to the people in the
morning; and at even my wife died; and I did in the morning as
I was commanded.
These pesukim provide another strong support that lakach can
refer to death, and thus, Chanoch being taken might mean that he

died.

Many of the commentators who interpret Chanoch being taken
by God as an early death assume that his end reflects negatively on
his character. The Torah and Chazal often refer to long life as a
reward for righteous behavior.” Therefore, Chanoch's premature
removal from this world must have been a punishment, and

' Devarim 5:16:
297190 T2 12 T9RY TEOR N MY WD TARTINY IR 722
2 103 PPOR "IVR N 9y 17
Honor your father and your mother, as your God n” has commanded
you, that you may long endure, and that you may fare well, in the land
that your God 'n is assigning to you.
Devarim 22: 7:
DM PRI T2 207 1¥0? T7NRH DYI0TNY DR TR NYYR N7Y
Let the mother go, and take only the young, in order that you may fare
well and have a long life.
Kiddushin 39b:
PIRN DR HMIN,100 99 1PIIRMY I P2OVNR - NNR MXN AWV Y3 ann
Mishna: Anyone who does a single mitzva - receives good, his days are
lengthened, and he inherits the land.
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therefore an indication of prior sin." The most extreme expression
of this is boldly stated by Rabbi Chama, who declares in Bereishit
Rabba 5:24 that Chanoch “was not written in the book of the
righteous, but rather in the book of the wicked.”

However, some of the commentators who understand npY
D'PYR MR as referring to an early death recognize that they must
reconcile death’s negative implication with the positive tone of
Chanoch walking with God. The Midrash Aggada shares one opinion
that Chanoch was sometimes righteous and sometimes wicked.”
Rashi claims that Chanoch truly did behave righteously, but his
mind was easily swayed towards wickedness, and therefore God
ended his life early,” so that he would not come to sin. This
interpretation still reflects poorly on Chanoch’s character and
fortitude but does not view his death as a punishment, but rather as
a preventative measure in order to preserve his righteousness.

Alternatively, there are those who interpret DpYR MR NPY 3 as
referring to a premature death and yet claim that it does not carry
negative connotations at all, but rather paints Chanoch in further
positive light. Such opinions hold that Chanoch’s early death was
actually a response to his righteousness. This understanding can be
developed by looking at commentators on another verse in which
lakach is written, Tehillim 49:16:

17199 WI0P? °2 VYT WL AT DTN

" This approach understands the reward of long life to be referring to physical
life in this world. A contrasting understanding is found in the continuation of
the Gemara in Kiddushin 39b:

19159 DOWY - PNY 1IN 1PN ,230 1D1DW DY - 70 207 1YNY RHR
PR
When the Torah writes rewards for mitzvot, it refers to the World to Come.
"2 Rabbi Abahu in Midrash Rabba 5:24.

" According to this interpretation, 13X refers to him not living out all of his
otherwise intended years.
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But God will redeem my soul from the power of the nether-
world, For He shall take me, Selah.

Radak here says that this “taking” refers to death, and even
quotes the verse about Chanoch as support.* Malbim® and
Metzudat David explain this word in Tehillim to be describing the
soul’s spiritual binding to God, something beautiful and positive.
Ibn Ezra too, clarifies that it means death, as David surely couldn't
have meant that he would never die," but he is requesting a positive
death, one in which his soul would become attached to the higher
soul of heaven, and he even brings Chanoch as an example of this.
These commentators understand this form of death to be a good
one, and that completely changes the way in which Chanoch is
regarded. Radak says that the reason Chanoch was taken early was
that he had already accomplished all he needed to in this world. He
further says that lakach is only used regarding the death of the
righteous, like David and Yechezkel’s wife (both cited above), but
unlike Yechezkel’'s wife who died of plague, Chanoch did not suffer
because he was so pure and righteous. Whether Chanoch’s
premature death is a reward for his righteousness, or rather just a
consequence of his having achieved completion relatively early in
life, this approach clearly regards Chanoch’s early death as a
positive.

The most extreme interpretation in a positive light of InR npb?
P9 is that Chanoch did not die at all; rather, he transcended death
and merited an eternal life. The strongest support for this
interpretation is the fact that while nf"1 - and he died, is written about

JDOPOR MR NPY 29 1PRI NI AN 13 — NP 1) VIV "

JIPN DPD ,N90 ,MNIA PPOR ‘N DY DYNN NN NN WA NPRY PR NP 09
® For such a statement would contradict another verse in Tehillim 89:49, 913 m
mn IR RO M0,

5
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everyone else, the Torah breaks this structured formula for Chanoch
and omits any mention of him dying.

An additional support for this interpretation is that the same
root, .N.p.Y is used to describe Eliyahu’s mysterious disappearance
in Melachim II 2:

N OBD P JYTD YIR NOR DYWHRIRIMVIIR DRV 10 (M)
AYND NYT IR0 IR TYRI Hpn PITRIR NP7

TIYN NRPR DIV Ty YRR NN YRY PYIRDR IR 9K 072p2 0N (0)
PR AN DAY R) D7) YYIR TR

YN DY P ITI9N YR DIDY U] NI 3T 19N D2%h nmp i (%)
‘DRYD 1IYDI MR

(5) And the sons of the prophets that were at Jericho came near
to Elisha and said to him, "Do you know that Hashem will take
away your master from your head today?" And he answered,
"Yes, I know it; be still."

(9) And it came to pass when they had gone over, that Eliyahu
said to Elisha, "Ask what I shall do for you before I am taken
from you." And Elisha said, "Please, let a double portion of your
spirit be upon me."

(11) And it came to pass, as they were going and talking, that,
behold, there appeared a chariot of fire and horses of fire, which
separated the two of them; and Eliyahu went up by a whirlwind
into heaven.

Here Eliyahu’s upcoming departure is described with the same
root of .n.p., being taken, and then he in fact proceeds to be taken
up to heaven whole in a fiery chariot. The text here implies that
Eliyahu experienced no physical death. Various commentators,
such as Chizkuni, draw a parallel between Eliyahu and Chanoch,
claiming that both of them gained eternal life.”” The Midrash Aggada™
goes even further, claiming that due to his righteousness, Chanoch
was made into the angel Metatron.

7 Chizkuni, Bereishit 5:24.
'8 Midrash Aggada 5:24:2.
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Along the same lines, the Netziv in his Ha'amek Davar explains
that Chanoch’s walking means that he was so constantly immersed
in his love for God, that eventually, he was able to surpass the
Rakiah firmament. Rabbeinu Bachya claims that it was through
Chanoch’s intellectual accomplishments in studying God, that his
body and soul were able to become unified, thereby allowing God
to take him without leaving any physical remnant behind - “11R1.”

This interpretation of lakach presents Chanoch’s character as a
tremendously righteous and positive one, which works
harmoniously with the Torah’s description (twice) that he “walked
with God.”"”

Conclusion

We have concluded our journey exploring Chanoch. What
emerged from the close textual reading that we did of the pesukim,
as well as from analyzing him in the context of others who walked
with God in some way, is the importance of balance in man’s
relationship with God. Further, we explored other interpretations of
the text and of Chanoch’s nature. But most importantly what we
learned was how Chanoch’s character provides a gateway for
addressing the deepest questions about the nature of our
relationship with God, what we should be striving for in our
relationship with Him, and how we should view life and death.

Y In addition, another midrash, Vayikra Rabba 29:11, comments on Chanoch’s
placement as the seventh generation that “everything that is the seventh is
beloved...” This too reflects a positive view of Chanoch as a righteous,
beloved figure.

42



Sticks and Stones:

Learning Lessons from a Sinner
Brooke Kohl

The Biblical story of the character known as the D'xy wwipn, the

wood-gatherer/cutter, appears in Bamidbar 15:32-36. As a short
story, made up of just five pesukim, it piqued my interest. These five
pesukim tell the story of a man found sinning on Shabbos. Those who
found him brought him to Moshe and Aharon, who locked him up
until they could find out what his punishment should be. Hashem
told Moshe that the nation should stone the man outside the camp,

and so they did.

The following pesukim form the story of the mxy wwipn:

INR 12721 :NAYD D12 DRY YYPR YR IRYN 12702 HRIY? 22 YN
INR NN NTYD DD ORI TIDR HR) NYH DR XY WWHn INR DR¥HN
DY WRD NP Min NYh OR ' apri 3% DRy nn wid RY 0D nwuna
NINNY PINN SR NTYN Y2 INR IR :NINRY PINK NTYD Y2 DAIR INR

D NYH DR ‘N MY IYRD N’ D2IIRD DR 1N

Once, when the Israelites were in the wilderness, they came
upon a man gathering/cutting wood on the Sabbath day. Those
who found him as he was gathering/cutting wood brought him
before Moshe, Aharon, and the community. He was placed in
custody, for it had not been specified what should be done to
him. Then 'n said to Moshe, “The party in question shall be put
to death: the community shall pelt him with stones outside the
camp.” So the community took him outside the camp and stoned
him to death —as 'n had commanded Moshe.'

Brooke was mentored by Dr. Nava Finkelman.
! All translations are taken from Sefaria.org, with slight moderations.
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I questioned this incident: What is going on here? What does
wWIPN mean? What was so serious about the DXy wwipn’s sin?
When did it happen? Who was the man?

To address these questions, I first attempted to discover what the
root .0.v.p means by examining the three other places in Tanach
where the root appears, as well as by learning the opinions of
commentators who address this question. I then learned several
commentaries on the pesukim of the ¥y wWIpn, including those of
Rashi, Ramban, Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, and a recent article
by Ezra Zuckerman Sivan, an economic sociologist and professor at
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Sloan School of
Management. The commentaries I learned helped me develop a
deeper understanding of the story, as well as draw out lessons that
we can apply to our own lives. After presenting and analyzing the
views of some of the commentaries and discussing the lessons that
I'learned from them, I will conclude this essay with an overarching
lesson learned by viewing the story in light of the other narratives
in Tanach in which the root .v..p appears.

Understanding .v.v.p Here and Elsewhere in
Tanach

In order to understand the story of the noxy wWpn in Bamidbar,
we first have to understand the meaning of the unusual word
wwipn. Commentators are split on what it means.

The root .w.v.jp appears in three other places in Tanach: in Shemot
perek 5 (in verses 7 and 12), in Melachim Aleph perek 17 (in verses 10
and 12), and in Tzephania perek 2 (in verse 1). Tzephania 2:1 says:

19921 K9 "D WIP1IWYIpDN

Gather together, gather, O nation without shame.
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Since this pasuk is talking about people, it is clear that .v.v.p here
means gathering, not cutting.

In the other two cases, it is unclear whether the root .w.v.j means
to gather or to cut. In Shemot 5:7, Pharaoh commands Brnei Yisrael to
provide their own straw:

131 BY? WY1 1372 op
Let them go and gather/cut straw for themselves.

Bnei Yisrael could have been gathering straw that was on the
ground, or pulling off straw as it grew from plants.

In the second of these cases, Melachim Aleph 17:10, the pasuk says:
TD¥Y NYYPR NINIR NYR DYNIN VYR NNSIR RI)
When he (Eliyahu) came to the entrance of the town, a widow
was there gathering/cutting wood.

This pasuk, too, is ambiguous; the woman could have been
gathering pieces of fallen wood or cutting fresh pieces off of a tree.

In commenting on our case of the '8y wwIpn, Abarbanel on
Bamidbar 15:32 explains that the word wv1pn does not mean cutting;
rather, it means collecting one from here and one from there. His
proof is that Bnei Yisrael in Egypt collected straw in that way.
Because his explanation of wwpn does not constitute a Shabbos
violation (it is permitted to collect scattered items), he explains that
the D%y WWIPN’s sin was going outside of the techum.?

The Malbim disagrees with Abarbanel’s opinion that being
wwIpn is not a melacha; he cites two other places where .w.v.p
appears in Tanach to show that the root can mean cutting or
gathering, both of which are melachot. He explains that gathering,
which would be the melacha of 9nyn, was what Bnei Yisrael did with

2 The techum is the limited area—2,000 amot, or about one kilometer —in which
it is permitted to walk on Shabbos.
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the straw, while cutting, which would be the melacha of w9, was
what the woman did with trees. However, he does not have a
conclusive answer as to which of the two the Dxy wWwIpn was doing
in our case.’ The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon
translates .w.w.p in all contexts as meaning to gather stubble or
sticks.*” Most other commentators do not discuss the issue.

For the remainder of our analysis, it does not really matter
whether the 0’8y WWIPN was cutting or gathering, or even if his sin
was neither of the two, but rather going outside of the techum.
Perhaps the Torah even intentionally uses an ambiguous word to
show that it does not matter which specific melacha he was doing;
the important point is that doing any melacha on Shabbos is a serious
sin.

Analysis of the o~y wwipn Story in Bamidbar

a) Deciphering Rashi: Commitment to the Mitzvot can
Unite Bnei Yisrael

Rashi on Bamidbar 15:32 says that the D8y WwIpn story happened
on the second Shabbos that Bnei Yisrael were in the desert. That
timing sheds negative light on Bnei Yisrael. They were only able to
keep the first Shabbos; by the second one, there was already

Based on the Gemara in Shabbos 96b, the Malbim seems to explain that in our
case, the word wWwpn could be a participle. This would mean that the word
wWIPN does not necessarily describe what action the man they found was
doing; rather, it means that he is someone who, in general, was a “wwipn-er.”
That does not indicate which melacha he was doing at this point; however, he
was obviously violating Shabbos in some way.

Francis Brown, Samuel Rolles Driver, and Charles Augustus Briggs. The
Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (BDB) (Boston: Houghton,
Mifflin, and Company, 1906), 905.
The BDB also claims that in the pasuk in Tzephania, the words Y11 WWIPNN
should be read as Y121 YwWI2NN.
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somebody who desecrated it. Using this comment of Rashi, as well
as additional pesukim and interpretations of Rashi, we can come to
an even more striking conclusion regarding when the story took
place.

Although Rashi cites a Midrash that Moshe taught Bnei Yisrael
some laws of Shabbos during their time in Mara, a few days after
Kriat Yam Suf (described in Shemot 15:23-25), I think that Rashi
himself would say that the first true Shabbos the nation observed
was the first one described in the peshat, when they received the
mann and the laws of Shabbos pertaining to it. © In Shemot 16:23,
about a month after the nation’s experience in Mara, Moshe said:

® One could argue with what I am going to write in the rest of this section, and
say that Rashi does hold that the first Shabbos was, in fact, at Mara, not a
month later when they received the mann. Rashi on Shemot 15:25 says that Bnei
Yisrael were given three sets of laws at Mara, one of which was the laws of
Shabbos. Additionally, the pasuk with the mann says ‘n 927 7WR R0, implying
that Hashem did mention something about Shabbos before. However, I think
that after further analysis, arguing that Rashi holds that the first true Shabbos
that Bnei Yisrael observed was with the mann is an extremely valid one. Rashi
on Shemot 16:22 says that Moshe did not tell the nation the laws of Shabbos
until a double portion of the mann fell on Friday and they asked him about it.
In other words, Rashi’s opinion seems to be that Hashem told Moshe laws of
Shabbos at Mara, but he did not relay them to the people until a month later,
when they received the mann. Moshe’s statement of ‘0 727 7WR RN does not
necessarily mean that Moshe previously told Bnei Yisrael about Shabbos.

The Siftei Chachamim, a supercommentator on Rashi, comments on Rashi on
Bamidbar 15:32 and explains that at Mara, Bnei Yisrael were told about the
mitzvot aseh, the positive mitzvot of Shabbos, and commanded to learn about
them, but not told about the mitzvot lo ta’aseh, the negative ones. It is not clear
which Shabbos the Siftei Chachamim holds was the first, but I think this works
with the idea that the first Shabbos was with the mann, at which point Bnei
Yisrael received negative mitzvot about Shabbos with regards to the mann. At
Mara, they could have been told about the positive mitzvot, but still been
confused about the double portion of mann because they had not been told
about the negative mitzvot. Their first true observance of Shabbos was then
only once they had received both the negative mitzvot about the mann and the
positive ones received at Mara.
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YR NRY 19K 19RA YR DR 0N ‘DY WP NaY 1IN2Y 'n 927 TUR R0
IR0 TY NIRYNY D7 MNIN 9IP) Y2 NRY 1YY 1DYIN

This is what Hashem meant: Tomorrow is a day of rest, a holy
Sabbath of Hashem. Bake what you would bake and boil what
you would boil; and all that is left put aside to be kept until
morning.

By saying this, Moshe taught the nation that they were not
allowed to collect the mann or bake or boil food on Shabbos.
Additionally, the other command of Shabbos given with the mann
was:

2PIYD 0PI INPHN YR RY? YR PAND WK 129
Let everyone remain in place: let no one leave the vicinity on the
seventh day (Shemot 16:29).

According to the Abarbanel on Bamidbar 15:32, the ¥y wwIpn
violated exactly this prohibition by going outside the techum.

In the beginning of Shemot perek 16, we are told that Bnei Yisrael
arrived in Midbar Sin on the fifteenth day of the second month.
Immediately after that, the text says that they complained about not
having food, and God responded by telling Moshe that He was
going to provide food for them in the form of mann. Rashi on Shemot
16:35 says that the mann fell for the first time on the next day, the
sixteenth day of Iyar. On the sixth day that the mann fell, Friday, a
double portion fell, and the people were informed about Shabbos.
The day after that, the twenty-second day of the second month, was
Shabbos, the first Shabbos that Bnei Yisrael were commanded to
observe.” The second Shabbos would then have been on the twenty-
ninth day of the second month.

Following the day that Bnei Yisrael arrived in Midbar Sin, the next
recorded date in the text, in Shemot 19:1, tells readers that Bnei Yisrael

7 Seder Olam Rabba 5 agrees that the first Shabbos Bnei Yisrael celebrated was the
Shabbos mentioned in Shemot 16:30—1i.e. the seventh day after the mann fell.
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arrived in Midbar Sinai® in the third month. Rashi on that pasuk says
that it was on Rosh Chodesh, the first day of the third month, Sivan.’

Iyar has twenty-nine days."" Thus, Rosh Chodesh Sivan, the day
Bnei Yisrael arrived at Har Sinai, was the day after the twenty-ninth
of lyar. If, as Rashi says, the o8y wwipn incident happened on the
second Shabbos, which was the twenty-ninth of lyar, this would
lead to the startling conclusion that Bnei Yisrael arrived at Har Sinai,
the place they were to receive the Aseret Hadibrot, the day after the
XY YWIPN incident!

If the Dy wWWIPN sinned on the twenty-ninth of Iyar, when was
he punished? That is not clear from the text, but it seems likely that,
at the very least, he was not punished until after Shabbos ended.
Why? It is forbidden for a beit din to give the death penalty on

8 Some commentators, such as the Chizkuni on Bamidbar 33:15, say that Midbar
Sinai is the same thing as Midbar Sin. Whether or not it was is irrelevant right
now, as we are focusing only on the dates. Additionally, whether or not they
are the same thing, the Aseret Ha-dibrot were given in Midbar Sinai.

° Seder Olam Rabba 5 says that Rosh Chodesh lyar was on a Sunday, which
supports the approach that the second Shabbos was the day before Bnei Yisrael
arrived at Har Sinai.

¥ Deanna Ritchie, “Introduction to the Hebrew Calendar: 12 Facts You Should
Know,” Calendar.com, November 25, 2019.
https:/ /www.calendar.com/blog/introduction-to-the-hebrew-calendar-12-
facts-you-should-know/.; Leibel Gniwisch, “11 Facts About the Month of
Iyar Every Jew Should Know,” Chabad.org.
https:/ /www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid /4373858 /jewish/11-
Facts-About-the-Month-of-lyar-Every-Jew-Should-Know.htm.

" Nowadays, Iyar always has twenty-nine days. However, the Gemara in Rosh
Ha-shana 6b brings an opinion that it always has twenty-nine days as well as
an opinion that holds that, before the calendar was set, Iyar was able to have
twenty-nine or thirty days. Whether it has twenty-nine or thirty days is not a
sufficient argument against this essay; either way, according to Rashi, the
incident with the 2y wwipn happened right before Matan Torah. Whether it
was a day before or two days before does not dramatically change anything.
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Shabbos."” It is also forbidden to make someone bleed on Shabbos.”
Although it technically was not a beit din that stoned the D3y wWIpPN,
it would make sense to say, especially in a case in which someone
was being punished for not keeping Shabbos, that the general
people would keep the commandment of a beit din not to kill on
Shabbos, as well as the commandment not to make someone bleed
on Shabbos. As such, they presumably waited until the day after the
incident to kill the D'y wwipn."* We know from Bamidbar 15:34 that
the nation put the Xy WWIPN into custody for some time; the pasuk
does not say for how long, but I think it is safe to say it was for at
least a day.”

If I correctly followed this thread throughout Rashi’s comments,
then according to Rashi, not only did Bnei Yisrael arrive at Har Sinai
the day after the oxy wwipn incident, but they may have killed the
XY WWIPN on the day they arrived! Discovering this timeline, that
the nation may have killed the D72y wvipn the day they arrived at
Har Sinai or the day before they arrived, totally shifted how I think
about the ¥y wWIPN incident. It was not just a random event that
the Torah happens to mention; it was a shocking sin that occurred
at the time of one of the most important events in Jewish history!

2 Rambam, Sefer Hamitzvot, Mitzvat Lo Ta’aseh 322.

3 Rambam, Hilchot Shabbos 8:7; Shulchan Aruch Ha-rav 316:14,15; Mendy
Wineberg, “Shochait - Slaughtering,” Chabad.org,
https:/ /www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/5028250/jewish/Shocha
it-Slaughtering.htm#footnote4a5028250.

" Tbn Ezra on Bamidbar 15:32 says that some say they waited until Saturday night
to even bring the D?¥y WWIPN to Moshe and Aharon.

' The pasuk tells us that they kept the n7¥y Ww1pn in custody because they did
not know what the proper punishment was. However, it is possible that they
kept him there for additional time in order to wait until after Shabbos to kill
him.
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Despite this sin, immediately after Bnei Yisrael arrived at Har
Sinai, Moshe ascended the mountain.” He then got the following
message from Hashem to relay to Bnei Yisrael:

920 1230 07 DM UIPIANR DNRYI 9P WRYN YINYTDR npv)
TOYTR 212 D103 MY2RN TN DORY (PINGDR 7272 DRYY

Now then, if you will obey Me faithfully and keep My covenant,
you shall be My treasured possession among all the peoples.
Indeed, all the earth is Mine, but you shall be to Me a kingdom
of priests and a holy nation (Shemot 19:5-6).
Despite the sin that had occurred the day before, Hashem told
Bnei Yisrael that if they follow Him, they will be His treasured and

holy nation.

So what happened? Was Hashem happy with Bnei Yisrael, or was
He upset with them for violating their second Shabbos?

I think the answer lies in one of Rashi’s comments on Shemot 19:2.
The pasuk there says:

300 T YRIY? DY 1021 12702 102 1D 1270 IR DITHIN YON

Having journeyed from Rephidim, they entered the wilderness
of Sinai and encamped in the wilderness. Israel encamped there
in front of the mountain.

Rashi picks up on the anomaly that the first three verbs are in
plural (nn 381271 ,1)po7), while the fourth one switches to singular
(1m). He explains that the use of the singular verb to describe Bnei
Yisrael's encampment at Har Sinai is to show that they encamped
there TNR 292 TNR WRI - as one man with one heart. This comment of
Rashi teaches us that Bnei Yisrael arrived at Har Sinai as a strongly
united people.”

' Rashi on Shemot 19:3 says that it was on the second day of the month, i.e. the
day after Bnei Yisrael arrived at the mountain.

' An earlier comment of Rashi on 19:2 additionally says that Bnei Yisrael arrived
at Har Sinai in a state of teshuva, penitence. From where does Rashi get the
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How is it possible that the nation was united immediately
following the incident of the o'y wWIPN? I want to suggest that it is
precisely the incident with the 0’2y wWwpn that created the TNR WK
TNR 191 atmosphere at Har Sinai, and is part of what motivated
Hashem to give Moshe the message that He did about Bnei Yisrael
being His holy and treasured nation.

I believe that there are two different and opposite ways to read
the story of the 02y WWIPn as an act of unification for Bnei Yisrael.

The first way is that the nation was united in the act of punishing
the 0xy WWIpN. The Maskil Le-David™® on Bamidbar 15:32 says that the
incident with the 0’8y WwIpn is not written to the disparagement of
Bnei Yisrael, as Rashi says; rather, it is meant to praise them. The
nation saw someone doing something wrong, and they immediately
brought him to the beit din. They immediately knew to tell him to
stop sinning! Additionally, the entire community seems to have
acted as a whole —within the five pesukim that tell the story of the
XY WWIPN, the words NTYn 93, the whole nation, appear three times:
The people who found him brought him before Moshe, Aharon, and
nTYn 93; Hashem then told Moshe that nTyn 93 should stone the
man; and nTYn Y3 did stone him.

Read this way, the story of the Dxy wwipn highlights both the
nation’s unity and their commitment to God. In sinning, the wwIpn
D7y separated himself from the community, creating a situation in
which the nation could not be viewed TnR 252 TnR WX, Punishing
him therefore served the purpose of uniting the nation in two ways.
They executed the mxy wwIpn, thus eliminating this rift in the

idea that they arrived at Har Sinai in that state? A suggestion: If they had just
killed the mxy wwIpn, they had, in a sense, done teshuva on behalf of a member
of the nation who had sinned.

'® Maskil Le-David is a supercommentary on Rashi written by Rabbi David Pardo,
who lived from 1718-1790 in Italy, the Baltics, and Jerusalem. He also wrote a
commentary on the Mishna.
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community. Additionally, they became a group of people united in
service of Hashem. Punishing the 8y wwipn thus cultivated the
perfect atmosphere for Bnei Yisrael’s arrival at Har Sinai, and enabled
them to encamp at the mountain as a unified nation, ready to receive
the Torah. It was at that point, right after Bnei Yisrael proved their
commitment to Hashem, that He told them that they will be His
holy nation. In this light, it makes perfect sense to say that the story
of the o8y WWpn happened right before Har Sinai.

The second way to understand how the o2y wwIpn incident led
to the unification of Bnei Yisrael came to me during OneFamily’s
2023 tekes Yom Ha-zikaron, which 1 attended with Midreshet
Lindenbaum. Miriam Peretz spoke (via video) about her family’s
experience of having two sons, Uriel and Eliraz, killed while serving
in the IDF. Peretz compared the sense of community she feels and
the support that she receives on Yom Ha-zikaron to Bnei Yisrael at
Ma'amad Har Sinai, when the entire nation came together TnR WX
TNR 271,

Peretz’s idea inspired me to reflect upon the unification of Bnei
Yisrael after the 0¥y wWIpN incident in a much more positive way.
The o2y wWIpn had to die as a result of his sin, as Hashem clearly
commanded in Bamidbar 15:35. However, Bnei Yisrael may have
experienced this as a tragic event that they mourned together as a
nation. Why do the pesukim say nTvn 93 so many times? Above, I
suggested that it was because the nation was united in their resolve
to punish the sinner. Alternatively, we can suggest that perhaps the
unification came about because the entire nation stood by the wwipn
¥yY’s family and friends and supported them throughout the
challenging event. When the nation ultimately came together W&
TNR 291 TNR at Har Sinai, perhaps what brought them together was
their shared experience of national loss and mourning, similar to
what Miriam Peretz experienced in the aftermath of her sons” deaths
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and what many people often feel in the wake of devastating events.
It was that shared experience that uplifted the nation, giving them
the strength and unity to receive the Torah and, in doing so,
embrace the destiny of Am Yisrael as Hashem’s w11 ).

Interpreted this way, it is still clear that sinners like the wwIpn
o>¥Y need to be punished. That is what Hashem commanded, and
the nation went through with it with no hesitation, despite the grief
they knew was to come. It is exactly the grief, though, that shows us
how the mitzvot can unite Bnei Yisrael. When the mitzvot are
challenging, when the punishments are intense and difficult to
bear —those are the moments when Bnei Yisrael are truly able to
unite. This reading of the story allows for sympathy toward the
¥y wWIpn and his family. It highlights a sense of national unity
brought about not through the process of punishing someone, but
through the process of national recovery after a punishment has
been given.

b) Ramban, Rav Hirsch, and Zuckerman Sivan: The
Morality of Society Must be Preserved

The Ramban on Bamidbar 15:32, in classic Ramban fashion, says
that the story of the ¥y wwpn happened where it is placed, after
the story of the Meraglim. This stands in contrast to Rashi, who
explains that the story happened around the time of Matan Torah in
Shemot, rather than where it is placed in Bamidbar.

The 08y WWIPN narrative opens with the phrase 5R7¥12 YN
92792 - Bnei Yisrael were in the desert.” The Ramban suggests that this
teaches that it was specifically because Bnei Yisrael were in the desert
for a prolonged period of time due to the sin of the Meraglim (Spies)
that they had the opportunity for more sins, such as that of the

" This was the setting of the D7¥Y wv1pn incident. Rashi interprets this phrase to
say that it was when they first came into the desert.
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D28y WWIPN. When the Meraglim returned with their negative report
about Canaan and the people accepted their perspective, Hashem
decreed upon them to wander in the wilderness for forty years until
the entire generation died out; only their children would inherit the
Land. It was during this period of aimless wandering that the sin of
the ¥y wwpn occurred. The Ramban is thus using the story to
teach a lesson about the nature of sinning: 172y N7 N1y - one sin
leads to another. This highlights the importance of punishing the
¥y WWIpN; had he not been punished, the cycle of sins might have
continued.

Rav Hirsch differs from the Ramban in his opinion of the timing
of the story.” While the Ramban says that the story happened where
itis placed, Rav Hirsch, like Rashi, moves it earlier. However, unlike
Rashi, who says that it happened on the second Shabbos after
receiving the mann, which we learned may have been a day or two
before Matan Torah, Rav Hirsch on Bamidbar 15:34 says that it
occurred on the second Shabbos following Matan Torah.*

Despite the difference in timing, the overall lesson that we can
learn from Rav Hirsch relates to the Ramban’s reading of the story
as a cautionary tale. Rav Hirsch has an interesting read on the
punishment of the oxy wWIpn. He points out that the nation knew
that the 0¥y wWWIPn deserved to die, but not by which death penalty.

* Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Hirsch Chumash: Sefer Bemidbar. Trans.
Haberman, Daniel (Jerusalem, Israel: Feldheim Publishers, 2007) 314-315.

*! Rav Hirsch cites the opinion in the Sifrei that the m¥y W pn violated the
second Shabbos. Rav Hirsch points out that the first Shabbos cannot be the
Shabbos they received the mann (when God first revealed some laws about
Shabbos), because the ruling of nny mn Y9N, that someone who violates
Shabbos will surely die, was only told to the people after Matan Torah. Since
they had not yet been told that someone who violated Shabbos would be
killed, God would not have commanded for that punishment to be given to
the ooxy wwIpn. Therefore, it must be that the “first Shabbos” referred to by
the Sifrei was the first Shabbos after Matan Torah.
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Therefore, they warned him that he would be killed,” but not by
which punishment. Rav Hirsch cites the Gemara in Sanhedrin 80b, in
which Rabbi Yehuda says that a warning is not complete until the
sinner knows which death penalty s/he will receive.” According to
this, the D'}y wwipn should not have been liable to the death
penalty; he was killed only on the basis of a "Y® nR10, a special law
enacted only for that moment* Once Hashem decreed the
punishment for someone who was D’y W¥I1pn on Shabbos, anyone
who committed that sin in the future would be liable to receive the
death penalty if they were properly warned. However, at the time
of the ¥y WWIPN, it was necessary to make a YW NRMN. The vwipn
DXy was not technically supposed to be punished, because it was
only after the sin and warning that it was known what death penalty
he should receive.”

” While it does not say in the text that they warned him, the commentators seem
to agree that they did.

* There is an opinion in the Gemara that says that it is not necessary to tell a
sinner which form of death penalty s/he deserves. According to this opinion,
the warning they gave the ¥y wwI1pn would count as a sufficient warning.
However, Rav Hirsch seems to accept, or at least to explain and expand upon,
the opinion of Rabbi Yehuda.

A nyw nRMN is a temporary teaching; it is when something is usually
forbidden according to halacha, but the leader of the time temporarily allows
it. This nyw nRMN actually came directly from Hashem —they consulted with
Him about what to do with the o'y wwipn, and He said to stone him. As
such, this may not have been a YW NN in the normal sense of the concept;
instead, I understand it as more of an unexpected teaching of Hashem unique
to that time.

Rav Hirsch explains that this opinion, that the D>¥y W¥pn was only liable to
be killed because of a nYw nRYN, may explain a statement in the Sifrei
Bamidbar 114: nywH — IR MR DI ;MNTY — WRN NNY MN - the man will
surely die — for all generations; stone him — at this time. The Sifrei is picking up
on the seemingly redundant language in the pasuk: w)&X0 nnY Mn - the man will
surely die, and ©)2R2 MR DM - stone him. The Sifrei explains that these phrases
are talking about two different situations. Rav Hirsch ties the Sifrei into the
opinion of Rabbi Yehuda, that the warning given to the n’2y ww1pn was not a

24
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I think Rav Hirsch’s reading shows us how important it was to
make an example of the 0¥y wwpn. In the peshat of the pesukim, it
is clear that what the n¥y wwipn did was negative; the additional
layer that perhaps his punishment was not technically halachically
sanctioned, but rather was allowed only on the basis of a NY® nrN,
emphasizes how truly awful his sin was.

But what was it that made the D2y wWIpn’s sin so awful? Why
was he punished so harshly, when according to Rabbi Yehuda,
quoted by Rav Hirsch, he technically should not have been
punished at all? We learned from the Ramban that one sin can spiral
into many more, but was there something particularly severe about
this sin that led to the necessity of the nY® nxMN and harsh
punishment?

The modern approach of Ezra W. Zuckerman Sivan, introduced
to me by Rabbi Menachem Leibtag,” can help us answer these
questions. Zuckerman Sivan’s take on the story is that its main point
is to teach the importance of creating a society in which people are
committed to fairness and to looking out for the common good,
rather than selfishly doing whatever will most help their own
situation.”

full warning because they did not tell him what punishment he was going to
receive. If that is true, someone who is D%y WWIPN on Shabbos would only be
liable to the death penalty from after this point, since it was only after the sin
that they knew which death penalty he would receive. That is what the Sifrei
explains when it says mm17% — wrn Ny mn. However, even this Dy wwipn,
who was not given a full warning, was killed because of a "Yw nRM. That is
what the Sifrei explains when it says nyw9 — 02281 IMR DX

* Rabbi Menachem Leibtag is a modern Torah scholar and Jewish educator. He
teaches throughout Israel, including at Midreshet Lindenbaum, and is a
sought-after lecturer throughout the world.

¥ Ezra Zuckerman Sivan, “Between Shabbat and Lynch Mobs,” The Lehrhaus,
June 15, 2017. https:/ /thelehrhaus.com/scholarship/between-shabbat-and-
Iynch-mobs/
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Zuckerman Sivan asks the question that we asked of Rav Hirsch:
why was the ¥y Wwpn punished so harshly? Zuckerman Sivan’s
theory is that the 0¥y WWIpnN represents someone who is focused on
himself and takes care of his own needs to the detriment of the rest
of the community. His self-centered act had the potential to unleash
competition and undermine the fabric of the society Bnei Yisrael
were trying to create for their new nation. Additionally, at the time
of the ¥y WWIPN’s sin, the concepts of a seven-day week and of
Shabbos as the seventh day were new innovations; as such, they
were not yet firmly established, and could easily have been
destroyed.

Zuckerman Sivan explains the incentive someone would have to
violate Shabbos: If everyone else closed their store on Shabbos, the
one person who opened his/her’'s would benefit greatly. Or, if
everyone left the common area unattended, it would make it easy
for one person to raid the area. According to Zuckerman Sivan, the
second option is precisely what the Dxy wwipn did. Zuckerman
Sivan explains that wood in the desert was a precious
commodity,”” and the D%y W IpN took advantage of everyone else
observing Shabbos to steal from the unwatched common area.

» Zuckerman Sivan brings two supports. The first is that Moshe told the
Meraglim in Bamidbar 13:20 to see if there was wood in Israel. The second is
that it does not say that the mxy wwIpn was killed for violating Shabbos;
rather, it says that he was killed for gathering/cutting wood. The main thing
that the ¥y wwipn did wrong was take the opportunity to steal from the
public area, risking ruining the morality of society. Shabbos just happened to
come up because the nation resting at home gave him the perfect cover to
steal.

* This relates to one of my first thoughts when trying to analyze the story —are
there trees in the desert? I remembered the midrash that Rashi brings on
Shemot 26:15, that Yaakov planted trees that Brnei Yisrael brought to the desert
to build the Mishkan. However, this is not proof that there were no trees in the
desert. For one thing, it is a midrash, and so does not necessarily mean that
there were no trees. Also, it is possible that the Mishkan needed a specific type
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Zuckerman Sivan explains that, had the @y wwIpn not been
punished so harshly, everyone would have done the same thing that
he had done. Each person would have been afraid that everyone else
was going to steal from the common area, leaving him with nothing.
To prevent that from happening, each person would have thought
that they, too, must steal. Society would have deteriorated into
thievery, chaos, and each individual looking out for him/herself at
the expense of everyone else. This is exactly what we learned from
the Ramban: One sin can lead to further sins. Had a nyw n&Mn not

of wood —shittim wood —which did not grow in the desert; however, other
types of trees may have.

Continuing in my search: According to Encyclopaedia Britannica (Editors,
Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Sinai Peninsula,” July 20, 1998.
https:/ /www .britannica.com/ place/Sinai-Peninsula), the Sinai Desert is
part of the great arid climatic belt in northern Africa and southwestern Asia.
The aridity results in a degraded soil surface, among other things. However,
the encyclopedia explains that despite this, there are, in fact, some plants.
Most of the vegetation is ephemeral, meaning it only lasts for a short time,
but certain parts near the north and south are home to some perennial, or
longer lasting plants — possibly including trees. Additionally, there are salt-
tolerant plants, medicinal plants, and fodder (food) plants. Plus, the
encyclopedia says that wood trees have been planted, although it seems
likely that that was after Bnei Yisrael’s time in the Midbar. In addition to the
encyclopedia, I also consulted with two Judaic studies teachers, Rav David
Brofsky and Mrs. Yael Goldfischer. Both of them say that there must have
been plants in the Midbar.

The Ohr Ha-chaim on Bamidbar 15:32 actually acknowledges that there might
have been a problem with the trees. Why? Because there is a halacha in Chullin
88 that trees from the desert cannot be used to cover the blood of an animal
after it has been killed, because the desert ground is salty and cannot support
the growth of plants. So where did the nxy wwpn find trees? The Ohr Ha-
chaim explains that it must be that Bnei Yisrael were in the desert for a while
at this point. During the years before the D'y wwipn sinned, Bnei Yisrael's
traveling well had irrigated the desert soil, so that the area around their camp
became able to produce plants. Because of this, there were trees around for
the ¥y wWIPn to gather or cut. Ultimately, Zuckerman Sivan says that yes,
there were trees; however, not a plentiful amount.
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been made to punish the 0¥y wwIpn, his sin might have spiraled
out of control and led to a society full of chaos and devoid of morals.

In a second article, Zuckerman Sivan presents a seemingly
opposite approach to the ¥y wwipn that ends up fitting together
with the one discussed above. He writes about the theory, proposed
by Rabbi Akiva in the Gemara in Shabbos 96b, that the ©xy wWIpn
was Tzelafchad. While not much is known about the character
Tzelafchad, his daughters became major figures when dividing the
land of Israel. In Bamidbar 27, the daughters of Tzelafchad requested
that they receive their own portion of land in Israel; their father had
died due to a sin, leaving his daughters with no land. The outcome
of their request was that Hashem allowed them to inherit the land,
and instructed that they should marry the relatives of their choice.
This ensured that the men in their family would not fight each other
for the land, which helped contribute to the continuation of good
relations among the people.”

Zuckerman Sivan cites a Tosafot on Bava Batra 119b, which brings
a second part to this midrash. As explained, the 0’8y Ww1pn may have
been Tzelafchad. Additionally, the midrash adds, the D'xy wwipn had
good intentions in sinning: He selflessly sacrificed himself, knowing
that he would be killed, to show the people of his generation that
the Torah applied to them despite their imminent deaths in the
desert.

What emerges from Zuckerman Sivan’s view of Tzelafchad and
his daughters is the story of a family whose actions led to the
preservation of a moral society, and whose members focused on
mitzvot and each other’s best interests. Just as Tzelafchad, as the
XYy wvIpn, sinned to help the rest of the nation, his daughters’

% Ezra Zuckerman Sivan, “How to Curtail Pernicious Social Competition: The
Legacy of Zelophehad and his Daughters,” The Lehrhaus, July 29, 2019.
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determination that their father not be forgotten led to a law that
limited chances for fighting in the future.

Read in this positive way, the D72y w1pn himself recognized the
importance of keeping the mitzvot and preventing future sinning.
His sin reminded his generation and many future ones of the
slippery slope that one sin can create. In sinning with this good
intention, the n’xy wWIpn achieved the same goals that would have
been achieved had he sinned with malicious intent. He was
punished, and through that demonstrated the importance of the
preservation of moral society and how easily it could have been
destroyed. Both of Zuckerman Sivan’s articles thus fit perfectly
together with the Ramban and Rav Hirsch. Regardless of the wwipn
Do¥Y’s intentions, his story teaches us the danger of sinning and the
importance of preserving a moral society.

¢) Summary

As we explained, Zuckerman Sivan’s idea offers a possible
explanation as to why, according to Rav Hirsch, it was important
for the o'y WWIPN to be punished harshly, and how, as the Ramban
explains, one sin can lead to more. In addition, focusing on the
timing of the sin can help highlight what made it so terrible.
According to Rashi and Rav Hirsch, the Dy wwipn sinned either
immediately prior to Matan Torah (Rashi) or two weeks after Matan
Torah (Rav Hirsch).” According to Zuckerman Sivan and the

*" One must ask, according to Rashi and Rav Hirsch, why the n'xy wwipn story
is told in Sefer Bamidbar if it actually occurred right after Matan Torah. Perhaps
removing it from the context of Matan Torah helps emphasize the importance
of keeping the mitzvot at all times, not just when they were newly received. If
it were clear in the Torah that the D'xy wwipn desecrated Shabbos so soon
after Matan Torah or the Shabbos with the mann, everyone would be horrified
that he had dared sin so soon after having received the mitzvot. However,
reading it in Bamidbar, at a relative distance from Har Sinai, makes it feel less
severe. To teach us otherwise, God made a nY® NRMN to punish the wVIPN

61



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

Ramban, the D8y wwIpn sinned soon after the sin of the Meraglim.
Either way, as Zuckerman Sivan emphasizes, the sin occurred at a
time when observance of Shabbos, as well as observance of all of the
mitzvot, needed to be strengthened through communal
commitment, not worn away by an individual desecrating it. This is
true if the ¥y WWIPN sinned soon after the sin of the Meraglim, but
is an even stronger point if he sinned right around the time of Matan
Torah. Desecrating Shabbos is a severe sin at any time; at this
monumental point in Jewish history, it was especially egregious.
Had the n>¥y w1 pn been treated leniently at that pivotal moment,
it could have served as a disastrous precedent for sinning in the
future and undermined Bnei Yisrael’s commitment to Shabbos and
mitzvot. Additionally, a major aspect of Matan Torah, according to
Rashi, was the unity of Bnei Yisrael. As we learned, that unity may
have come about specifically because of the punishment of the
¥y wwIpn. In this light, it was necessary to punish the ¥y wwipn
at this time in order to strengthen the national unity to prepare for
Matan Torah.

Rashi’s perspective can also tie into Zuckerman Sivan’s lesson of
creating and preserving a moral, caring society. We learned from
Rashi that the death of the 0¥y W¥I1pn was a catalyst for the nation’s
unification when they encamped at Har Sinai. This unity reflected a
nation whose people were committed to the mitzvot and looked out
for each other. Rashi’s idea of Bnei Yisrael encamping 191 TNR ¥R
TNR has become a fundamental phrase in Judaism, and emphasizes

%Y. Desecrating Shabbos is viewed by God as extremely severe regardless
of how close or distant it is from Matan Torah. Placing the D8y wwpn story
out of order could be an attempt to emphasize that keeping the mitzvot is
always supremely important, not only when they had just been received.
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how important this sense of unity and looking out for the common
good is.

Zuckerman Sivan argues that, in addition to the D8y wwIpn
potentially weakening Shabbos observance, his sin could have led
to a weakening of Bnei Yisrael’s creation of a moral society. He
explains that it would have been easy for society to fall apart in the
desert, for the nation to have become ridden with rampant theft and
chaos. It thus makes sense that God felt it was critical to publicly
punish the 0’8y WWIPN so harshly; it was necessary in order to teach
the rest of the nation the importance of creating and preserving a
society committed to communal well-being. Just as the Ramban
explains that sinning can have a negative effect by leading to more
sinning, Zuckerman Sivan explains that one sin that undermines the
creation of a community-oriented society can lead to a decline of
that society into a chaotic one characterized by a disregard for fellow
human beings. As such, it was so important to make a ny® Nk to
punish the wxy wwpn, as Rav Hirsch points out, in order to
strengthen Bnei Yisrael’s commitment to Shabbos (and the other
mitzvot) in the period surrounding either Matan Torah or the sin of
the Meraglim, and to help sustain a society committed to the
common good. As we learned from Rashi, perhaps it was precisely
the nation joining together to punish the ©'xy WWIpn or their joint
grief in mourning him that created their sense of unity at Har Sinai.
Thus, the different interpretations of the story of the wxy wwipn
seem to coalesce around the theme of national unity — unity toward
the common goal of creating a moral society committed both to
looking out for each other and to fulfilling God’s commandments.
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Overarching Lesson Learned in Light of the
Other .v.vu.j7 Stories

A further lesson can be learned by analyzing the Xy wwIpn
story in the context of the other stories that use the root .w.v.p.

In the case of Bnei Yisrael in Shemot, who were forced to provide
their own straw to make bricks, their situation of having to be wwipn
took their awful circumstance and made it worse. The people got
upset at Moshe, who then turned to Hashem, who promised a better
future. And soon enough, their situation turned around. Hashem
punished the Egyptians and then took Bnei Yisrael out of Egypt.

The widow in Melachim Aleph also started off in a tough
situation; it then got better, and then worse, and then better again.
The widow was a single mother trying to support herself and her
son through a drought. Eliyahu performed a miracle so that her oil
and flour would not run out. However, her son then got sick and
died. She got upset at Eliyahu, who turned to Hashem and brought
the child back to life.

In both of these cases, the person who was being YWpn was in a
difficult position at the beginning of their story. They got upset at
someone who worsened their difficulties. That person then cried out
to Hashem, and the situation improved.

Looking at it this way, our YWIpn story is an outlier. Was he in a
difficult position? If he was, that is not clear from the text. Perhaps
one could say that being in the desert, forced to wander for years
waiting to die, was, in fact, a difficult position. However, the entire
nation was in the same situation, and he was the only one who was
wWIPN on Shabbos. Additionally, each of the three stories contains
communication to and from Hashem. However, in the other two
stories, the communication is written explicitly in the pasuk; in our
DXy WWIPN story, we have to infer from the fact that Hashem gave

64



Brooke Kohl

an answer that Moshe asked Him a question. In the other two cases,
the question ultimately led to a positive outcome for those who had
been wWIpn; in our case, the question led to the Dy WWIPN being
killed.

What can we learn from this? It seems from the positive endings
of the other two stories that they are a paradigms for how we should
go through life, and the story of the ¥y wvIpn is what we should
avoid. Both Bnei Yisrael in Egypt and the widow were in difficult
positions in life, and yet they were trying to do what meager” work
they could to make it better. When someone made things worse for
them, they were able to stand up for themselves. This led to a cry to
Hashem, Who then improved the situation.

As opposed to that, the ¥y WWIpN in Bamidbar is someone
whose actions we should not emulate. He was experiencing the
same difficult life in the desert that the rest of Bnei Yisrael were
living, so presumably he was no more desperate than the rest of Bnei
Yisrael; and yet, he was the only one who responded by being wwipn
D>8Y on Shabbos. The question asked of Hashem is one that we have
to discern through textual clues; perhaps this highlights the wwipn
o*¥Y’s distance from Him. Some commentators, such as Ibn Ezra,
further emphasize this distance by saying that the o2y YwIipn may
have sinned specifically to defy Hashem or to show that he did not
fear Him.” Hashem subsequently decreed that he should be killed,
which seems to be a fitting response.

%2 Abarbanel on Bamidbar 15:32 explains that wv1pn means taking one from here
and one from there —neither Bnei Yisrael nor the widow had an abundance of
straw or wood, they were just working to get the bare minimum that they
needed.

% Bamidbar 15:30, just two pesukim prior to the story of the D¥y wwpn, says,
17PR RIND WHID NN 4TI RIN "N NR ND 1R MURD 10 1R T 1YY TYR UM
nny - But the person, whether citizen or stranger, who acts defiantly reviles Hashem;
that person shall be cut off from among the people. Ibn Ezra on Bamidbar 15:2
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We can also connect this to the root ..9.p used in Tzephania. The
pasuk in Tzephania that uses .0.9.p is part of a negative prophecy that
talks about 'n qR DY - the day of Hashem’s anger.* Perhaps the mention
of .0.v.p there is meant to draw our attention to Hashem’s anger®
as a possible outcome of sin, and serve as a warning to those who
may want to sin like the oxy wwipn.

These contrasting events emphasize that we should avoid being
like the DXy wwIpn in Bamidbar. We should not sin; rather we
should be fearful of the anger of Hashem. Additionally, we can add
that we should attempt to emulate Bnei Yisrael in Egypt and the
widow. Hopefully we will not have to face challenges like they did,
but if we do, I think that the contrast between them and the wwipn
XY is teaching us that, just as they did, we should always try to
stand up for ourselves, as well as have proper communication with
Hashem.

Conclusion

We have explored several commentaries on the story of the
Doy wWIpn and developed lessons that can be learned from this
incident, as well as one overarching lesson that emerged from a
comparison to the other times the root .v.v.p appears in Tanach. But
do we have a final answer to the questions of what exactly the sin

explains that the reason why the text then talks about the DXy wwipn is
because he acted nn7 773, defiantly, the same phrase used in pasuk 30. Ibn Ezra
on Bamidbar 15:30 says that acting Nn7 72 means that the sinner is showing
everyone that he does not fear God. Ibn Ezra is thus increasing the severity of
the 0¥y WWIPN’s sin—according to Ibn Ezra, the 08y wwipn did not sin for
the sake of having wood, rather he sinned for the sake of showing everyone
that he did not fear Hashem.
* Tzephania 2:2.

% Which, according to Rashi on Shemot 4:14, always leads to a punishment.
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was, when it happened, who the ¥y wwipn was, or why he was
punished so harshly?

No, we do not—but I do not think we need to have any final
answers. I think that part of the point is that the story is ambiguous,
and that we are therefore able to interpret it in many ways and use
it to learn multiple lessons. None has to be chosen as the correct one;
all of the interpretations and all of the lessons are valid and valuable,
and perhaps that is the most central lesson of all.

In the conclusion of his essay about Tzelafchad, Zuckerman
Sivan writes:

[Flocusing on whether Zelophehad really was the wood-
gatherer and whether his intentions really were good misses the
fact that the value of the theory is less in establishing what
actually happened “in the wilderness” than in how it leads us to
recognize the Torah’s deeper message.”

The important part of the story, Zuckerman Sivan explains, is not
determining who the Xy wwipn was, what he did, or when the
story happened. Rather, the most important part is studying the
story in order to learn the message, or messages, that the Torah is
trying to teach us. In analyzing different commentators and uses of
the root .v.v.p, we were able to learn multiple messages from the
story of the D2y wWIpN, thus fulfilling this true goal in studying the
text.

36 . . .. . oy
Zuckerman Sivan, “How to Curtail Pernicious Social Competition.”
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Kids in Conflict:
The Effects of Favoritism on

Siblings in Tanach
Chavi Major

Introduction

Tanach is rich with stories of relationships: between family,
friends, nations, and of course with Hashem. Given that family is
such a strong Jewish value, one would think that that would be
reflected in the relationships depicted in our history. However, it is
quite surprising to find that when it comes to relationships between
siblings, there are scarcely any positive relationships found in
Tanach. In fact, nearly every time siblings interact, it ends in
resentment and often even violence. While it seems easy to chalk
this up to coincidence, there is one big factor that affects how
siblings in Tanach interact with each other: favoritism.

In this paper, I will focus on four notable sibling rivalries: Kayin
and Hevel, Yaakov and Esav, Rachel and Leah, and Yosef and his
brothers. Whether the favoritism comes from their parents, from
Hashem, or from someone else, favoring one sibling over the
other(s) seems to lead to disaster. When these siblings see that one
is being chosen over the other(s), they immediately get jealous and
feel as though they are not being treated fairly in comparison to their
sibling. This jealousy can become all-consuming, to the point that it
is no longer jealousy, but full-blown hatred. In most of these
examples, there comes a time when one sibling gets so consumed by

! Chavi was mentored by Dr. Nava Finkelman.
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becoming the favorite child that they even resort to murder.
However, in those same scenarios, the siblings are able to turn
everything around and resolve their conflict.

Parental Favoritism

Yaakov and Esav (Parashot Toldot, Vayeitze, Vayishlach)

Yaakov and Esav, arguably the most famous sets of twins in
Tanach, are set against each other even before they are born. While
Rivka is pregnant with her sons, she tries to find out more about
them. She turns to Hashem, who tells her that they will become two
separate nations, “divided,” and that the older will serve the
younger.
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Hashem said to her, "Two nations are in your womb, and two
peoples from your insides will be divided. One people will
overpower the other, and the older will serve the younger"
(Bereishit 25:23).

This is unusual, certainly within the ancient world, where
primogeniture entailed rights: the eldest child, specifically if male,
is always given preference. Yitzchak and Rivka cause this division
to manifest from a young age by each loving one brother more than
the other:
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Yitzchak loved Esav because he brought game to his mouth,
while Rivka loved Yaakov (Bereishit 25:28).

Rashbam (25:23) explains that Rivka favors Yaakov because
Hashem loves him. When Rivka calls out to Hashem during her
pregnancy, He reveals to her the prophecy that the older son, Esav,
will serve the younger son, Yaakov. Yitzchak is evidently unaware
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of this revelation; therefore he favors Esav while Rivka favors
Yaakov.

One can assume that while they are growing up, their parents’
favoritism leads to tension between the brothers; however, it is only
when Esav feels that his status as Yitzchak’s favorite is being
jeopardized that he begins to become jealous of Yaakov. Once Esav
finds out that Yitzchak has given the beracha meant for him to his
brother, he begins to harbor feelings of hatred towards Yaakov.
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Esav harbored hatred against Yaakov for the blessing which his
father had blessed him, and Esav said to himself, "The days of
mourning for my father draw near; then I will kill my brother
Yaakov" (Bereishit 27:41).

Esav is only angered by Yaakov’s deception because now that
Yaakov received the beracha from Yitzchak, Esav must compete with
him for the love of their father, whereas up until now, Esav was
undoubtedly Yitzchak’s favorite son. Overtaken by jealousy when
he finds out Yaakov is given a second beracha, Esav immediately
tries doing everything he can to win back Yitzchak’s favor.
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Esav realized that the women of Canaan were displeasing to his
father Yitzchak. Esav went to Yishmael and took Machalat, the
daughter of Yishmael, the son of Avraham the sister of Nevayot,
in addition to his wives, as a wife (Bereishit 28:9-10).

Hoping to prevent Yaakov from becoming the favorite son, Esav
marries Machalat, Yishmael’s daughter, to prove to his father that
he is following the advice given to Yaakov. Esav has begun to take
action in order to maintain his previous favoritism as opposed to
being favored for his innate hunting abilities.
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In contrast to Esav, Yaakov would not have taken an active role
in attempting to become the favorite son had it not been for Rivka’s
interference. When Yitzchak instructs Esav to go prepare him
dinner, Rivka is the one who steps in with the plan for Yaakov to
get the beracha instead of Esav. Yaakov does not seem to have any
desires to trick Yitzchak or Esav, but Rivka assures him:
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His mother said to him, "Upon me shall be your curse, my son.
Only, listen to me. Go and get them for me" (Bereishit 27:13).
Everything Yaakov does to get the beracha is instructed to him by

Rivka, and all he does is follow what she asks of him. Yaakov has
no intentions of usurping Esav as Yitzchak’s favorite; he just attends
to what his mother requests of him. In fact, the only time Yaakov
takes initiative in his relationship with Esav is much later, when he
sends messengers to Esav in an attempt at reconciliation.
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Yaakov sent messengers before him to his brother Esav, to the
land of Se'ir, the field of Edom. He commanded them saying,
"Thus you should say to my master, to Esav: 'Thus said your
servant, Yaakov: I have sojourned with Lavan and have been
delayed until now. I have oxen, donkeys, sheep, servants, and
maidservants and I have sent to tell my master, to find favor in
your eyes'" (Bereishit 32: 4-6).

The Bechor Shor (32:4) adds that Yaakov sends messengers
specifically with good news updating Esav on all he has
accomplished while staying with Lavan, and intentionally does not
mention anything about Esav’s hatred of him. Based on the report
the messengers bring back, Yaakov will be aware of Esav’s thoughts

and will know if Esav is still angry with him.
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Unlike his brother, Yaakov feels no need to compete with Esav
to be the favorite. Yaakov is the son who is sent out of his house, not
Esav, his brother who is trying to kill him. Yaakov runs away from
Lavan’s house after being away from his own home and parents,
hearing no news from them for around 20 years. Despite all this,
Yaakov is the brother willing to go out of his way to facilitate peace
with Esav. There is no indication to Yaakov that Esav will feel the
same way, yet instead of choosing the easier path, continuing to
travel while attempting to avoid Esav, he chooses to confront Esav
and send a message displaying that he harbors no resentment
towards him.

When Yaakov and Esav finally reunite, they tell each other of the
good fortune they have both gained in the time during which they
have not seen each other. Upon witnessing Yaakov’s immense
success, Esav finally recognizes that he has no reason to continue
contending with Yaakov for Yitzchak’s favor, and he tells Yaakov:
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"I have plenty, my brother. Let what is yours be yours." Yaakov
said, "No, please. If I have found favor in your eyes, please, take
my tribute from my hands, for after all, I have seen your face as
one sees the face of God and you were accepting of me. Please,
take my blessing which was brought to you, for Hashem has
favored me and I have all." He pressed him, and he took it
(Bereishit 33: 9-11).

Initially, after spending years being favored by his father, Esav
feels threatened when Yaakov seems to be replacing him as the
favorite son. Esav’s jealousy and hatred for Yaakov is what drives
Yaakov to run away from home, and for 20 years he has no contact
with his brother or his parents. When the brothers finally reunite,
Esav no longer views Yaakov as the threat he once was; this could
be due to Yaakov’s apology. Instead of accepting Esav’s offer of
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gifts, Yaakov responds by urging Esav to accept gifts of his own. At
first Yaakov uses the word mincha, gift and then he uses the word
beracha, blessing. Perhaps by offering Esav gifts using two different
words, Yaakov is actually offering him two different things. Not
only is Yaakov offering Esav the material wealth he has acquired,
but he is also acknowledging that he once “stole” a blessing from
Esav and is possibly even offering it back to him in return. Seeing
this restoration of his position, Esav no longer has any reason to feel
threatened by Yaakov.

During their time apart, both Yaakov and Esav are able to
overcome whatever harsh feelings they may have had for one
another and when they finally do reunite, they both immediately
offer to share everything they have with the other. They have come
to realize that in order to repair their relationship, they need to be
willing to selflessly give to each other instead of constantly trying to
take from each other to gain the favor of their father.

Yosef and his brothers (Parashot Vayeshev, Miketz,
Vayigash, Vayechi)

Yosef is blatantly favored over all his older brothers, just as his
mother Rachel was favored over her sister Leah. Not only is Yosef
Yaakov's favorite son, but Yosef sets himself apart from the rest of
his brothers from the start, by informing Yaakov of all the bad deeds
his brothers were doing;:
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Yosef was seventeen years old and he would tend the flocks with
his brothers; he was an assistant with the sons of Bilhah and the
sons of Zilpa, his father's wives. Yosef brought a bad report
regarding them to his father. And Yisrael loved Yosef more than
all his sons because he was a son of his old age, and he made him
a long, colored tunic (Bereishit 37:2-3).
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From his brothers’” perspective, Yosef tattles on them and is
rewarded by becoming their father’s favorite. Yaakov even goes so
far as to give Yosef a ketonet passim®> to wear, and every time his
brothers see it, they are reminded of Yosef’s status as Yaakov’s
favorite son. Inevitably, his brothers become jealous of this blatant
display of favoritism and quickly come to hate Yosef:
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His brothers saw that their father loved him more than all his
brothers, and they hated him and could not speak peaceably to
him. Yosef dreamed a dream and he told his brothers, and they
hated him even more...His brothers said to him, "Will you
indeed reign over us? Will you indeed rule over us?" And they
hated him even more for his dreams and for his words (Bereishit
37:4-8).

Through his retelling of his dreams, the brothers come to think
that Yosef views himself as superior to them. It is this that sparks
his brothers” hatred of him, and they become so consumed by it that
no matter what Yosef does, he only adds fuel to the flames. When
Yosef starts having dreams about his family bowing down to him,
his natural response is to go share it with his brothers, but this only
angers them further. Instead of seeing their little brother sharing his
excitement with them, all they can see is the little brother who
already has the favor of their father, bragging about how one day
they will all be subservient to him.

Seeing how jealous and angry his other sons have become,
Yaakov tries to step in and mediate the tension:
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His father berated him and said to him, "What is this dream you
dreamed? Will we really come, I and your mother and your

ZA special tunic that stood out either for its color, design, or material.
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brothers, to bow down to you to the ground?" His brothers were
jealous of him, but his father kept the matter in mind (Bereishit
37:10-11).

In front of all of his sons, Yaakov reprimands Yosef, tells him that
those dreams will never come to fruition, and pretends that the
dreams are preposterous. However, to himself, Yaakov keeps
thinking about Yosef’s dreams and waits for the day when they will
become a reality. Even when Yaakov tries to take the side of the rest
of his sons, he still ultimately sides with Yosef.

Soon after, Yaakov sends Yosef to bring food to his brothers who
are shepherding. When they see him approaching, they plot
together to kill him.
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They saw him from afar, and before he approached them, they
conspired against him to kill him. They said one to another,
"Here comes that master of dreams. And now, come, let us kill
him and we will throw him into one of the pits and say, 'A savage
beast has devoured him', and let us see what becomes of his
dreams” (Bereishit 37:18-20).

Yosef has not even made it all the way to his brothers when they
decide that they need to come up with a plan to kill him. At this
point, the brothers have no idea what Yosef’s intentions are in
coming over to them, yet they see him as a threat and feel the need
to get rid of him.
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Yehuda said to his brothers, "What gain is there if we kill our
brother and cover his blood? Come, let us sell him to the
Yishmaelites, and let our hands not be upon him, for he is our
brother, our flesh;" and his brothers listened (Bereishit 37:22-27).
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When Yehuda suggests selling him instead of killing him, it is
not because they realized they should not murder their brother.
Rather, it seems that they are suggesting it to save themselves from
committing first degree murder. Yehuda has found a way to easily
remove Yosef from his position as favorite son, and not only will
they not have to have a guilty conscience about murdering their
brother, they will actually benefit from it. From there it is quite easy
to get the rest of the brothers on board with this plan, except for
Reuven:
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Reuven heard and saved him from their hand. He said, "Let us
not take his life." Reuven said to them, "Do not spill blood; cast
him into this pit which is in the wilderness, but do not lift your
hand against him" - so as to save him from their hand and return
him to his father... Reuven returned to the pit, and, behold,
Yosef was not in the pit; and he rent his garments. He returned
to his brothers and said, "The boy is gone! And I, where will I
go?" (Bereishit 37:21-30).

The Bechor Shor (37:21) illustrates Reuven’s thoughts and actions
by explaining that, as the oldest son, the responsibility all falls on
Reuven. If the brothers murder Yosef, Yaakov will blame Reuven
for not attempting to stop them. Reuven feels the need to intervene
and save Yosef, not necessarily for the sake of Yosef, but possibly
even to save himself from the wrath of his father. Accordingly, the
Bechor Shor explains Reuven's distress upon hearing that Yosef was
sold as distress for his own fate rather than Yosef’s. Reuven wants
to be the one to return Yosef to Yaakov, thereby increasing his
standing with their father, but once he learns that Yosef has been
sold, he loses that opportunity in addition to having to bear all the
responsibility and blame for Yosef’s disappearance.
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For the next 22 years, Yosef and his brothers have no contact
whatsoever. His brothers have no idea what has happened to Yosef;
for all they know, he may no longer be alive. When they go down to
Egypt for grain, they do not know that Yosef is there, but Yosef
immediately recognizes them. He last saw his brothers when they
were trying to murder him out of hatred and jealousy, and as far as
he knows, they may still harbor hatred towards him. Yosef then
interrogates his brothers under the guise of them being spies,

pressing them for more information.

Ramban (42:9) understands the entire reunion between Yosef
and his brothers as Yosef investigating whether his brothers have
changed in the 22 years since they have been together.’ First, Yosef
inquires to make sure Binyamin is still alive, and then he commands
his brothers to go back to Canaan and return with Binyamin. Upon
seeing that they indeed return with their youngest brother, Yosef
hides his goblet in Binyamin's bag to test the rest of the brothers.
Will they come to Binyamin’s aid and save him, or have they grown
to hate him too, just like they did with Yosef? When Yosef sees that
Yehuda immediately and without hesitation steps in to defend
Binyamin, Yosef chooses to reveal his identity to his brothers.
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Yosef could not control himself before all who were standing
before him, and he called, "Remove everyone from before me."

* There are other approaches as to Yosef’s intent in the reunion, summarized by
Dr. Brachi Elitzur in an article titled, “Miketz: Yosef's Behavior with His
Brothers” which can be found on the Virtual Beit Midrash at
https:/ /etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/ Sefer-Bereishit/ parashat-
miketz/miketz-yosefs-behavior-his-brothers-1.

See also Rav Zeev Weitman's article, “Miketz: Why did Yosef Hide His
Identity from His Brothers?” which can also be found on the VBM:
https:/ /etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/ torah/ sefer-bereishit/parashat-
miketz/miketz-why-did-yosef-hide-his-identity-his-brothers
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So no one was standing with him when Yosef made himself
known to his brothers (Bereishit 45:1).

It is only once Yosef is confident that his brothers have changed,
that they are not harboring hatred towards Binyamin, and that they
may even regret what they did to him, that he is able to bring
himself to tell them who he really is.

Following his revelation, Yosef overwhelms his brothers with his
kindness despite everything they put him through. Instead of
coming to hate them, Yosef sees that they have reformed their ways
and chooses to forgive his brothers.
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"I am Yosef, your brother whom you sold to Egypt. Now, do not
be pained, and do not be angry with yourselves that you sold me
here, for God sent me before you to be a source of
sustenance...God sent me before you to make for you a remnant
in the land, and to preserve life for you, that there be many
survivors. And now, it was not you who sent me here, but rather
God...” (Bereishit 45:4-8).

Yosef is constantly reiterating that this was all Hashem’s plan
and that it is not his brothers’ fault that he ended up in Egypt. Even
after Yaakov dies, the brothers are still in shock, and Yosef must still
reassure them that he will not take revenge now that their father has
died. Once Yosef sufficiently reassures his brothers that they are
forgiven, he proves it to them by providing for them and their
families until he dies:
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Yosef said to them, "Do not fear. Am I in place of God? Though
you meant it as evil against me, God meant it for good, in order
to do, as is clear today, to keep many people alive. And now, do
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not fear; I will provide for you and your little ones.” He
comforted them and spoke to their hearts (Bereishit 50:19-21).

From the time Yosef is born, he is outwardly favored over all his
other brothers, which causes tension between them for their entire
childhood. Eventually, his brothers grow to hate Yosef so much that
they sell him into slavery, and it is only in his absence that the
brothers are able to overcome their jealousy, repent, and accept
Yosef’s endeavors for reconciliation.

Lessons Learned from Studying Parental Favoritism

In both examples of parental favoritism, coincidentally those of
fathers and sons, the relationship between the brothers starts off on
the wrong foot. Regarding both sets of brothers, one of the first
things we know about them is that one of the brothers is favored
over his brother(s) by their father. These brothers spend most of
their childhoods competing to be the favorite son, and this causes
animosity between them. While Yosef’s brothers are jealous that he
has always been Yaakov’s favorite, Esav only becomes jealous when
Yaakov starts to overthrow him as favorite.

Regardless of when the jealousy begins, in both cases it fuels
hatred, which leads to attempted fratricide. However, the younger
brother manages to leave, giving the heat of the moment time to cool
down. The time apart is what ultimately enables both sets of
brothers to make up more than twenty years down the line. Had
Yaakov and Yosef not left their homes, their brothers likely would
have been so consumed by their hatred that it would only have been
a matter of time before they would have successfully murdered
them. Since the brothers were able to distance themselves, they
gained much-needed separation from the person that was causing
them so much anguish, which enabled them to come to the
realization that their only chance at peace was putting aside their
feelings of resentment.
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From these two examples, it seems that when parents favor one
child over the other, it causes one child to harbor hatred for their
sibling, which can only lead to disaster. If given the chance to
separate themselves from the subject of their hatred and envy,
siblings have a better chance at reconciliation.

Hashem’s Favoritism

Kayin and Hevel (Bereishit 4)

Kayin and Hevel are the first brothers to appear in Tanach, and
we have scant information about their relationship. The only
information known to us about the brothers prior to their feud is
their occupations:
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Hevel was a shepherd, while Kayin was a worker of the ground
(Bereishit 4:2).

Kayin decides to bring a korban to Hashem with the fruit that he
has grown as a farmer, followed by Hevel bringing a korban of his
own from the sheep he has raised as a shepherd.
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After some time, Kayin brought an offering to Hashem from the
fruit of the ground. Hevel, too, brought from the firstlings of his
flock and the fattest. Hashem looked favorably on Hevel and his
offering, but on Kayin and his offering, He did not look
favorably. Kayin was very angry and his face fell (Bereishit 4:3-
5).

Kayin comes up with the novel idea of bringing a korban to
Hashem from the fruits of his labor, while his younger brother just
steals his idea, and makes it his own by bringing animals. Then
Kayin's korban gets rejected by Hashem whereas Hevel's is accepted,
so naturally Kayin quickly becomes jealous of and upset with Hevel
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for receiving Hashem’s love. The last straw for Kayin is when
Hashem rebukes him:
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Hashem said to Kayin, "Why are you angry and why has your
face fallen?” (Bereishit 4:6).

Hashem, in essence, tells Kayin that he has no right to be angry
at Hevel for what he did. All this accomplishes is further angering
Kayin, so much so that he is overcome with jealousy and decides to
take action to dethrone Hevel from his position as Hashem's
favorite. Kayin immediately turns to Hevel, and while in the field,
murders him. Kayin seemingly doesn't realize what he did to his
brother until Hashem confronts him about Hevel’s whereabouts:
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Hashem said to Kayin, "Where is your brother Hevel?" He said,
"I don't know. Am I my brother's keeper?" He said, "What have
you done? Listen! Your brother's blood cries out to me from the
ground” ... Kayin said to Hashem, "My punishment* is too great
to bear. Behold, you have banished me today from the face of the
earth, and from your face I will be hidden (Bereishit 4:9-14).

While many mefarshim understand this as Kayin confessing that
his sin is too much for him to bear, Ibn Ezra (4:13) says it is not the
loss of his brother that causes Kayin distress, but rather the
punishment itself’ It is possible that Kayin's sole intention in
murdering Hevel was to remove him from the picture and enable
himself to gain more favor in Hashem’s eyes; however, the result is
the exact opposite. Instead of becoming favored by Hashem, Kayin
is actually rejected, cursed, and sentenced to a nomadic existence.

* While avoni tends to be translated as “ my sin,” some mefarshim, such as the Ibn
Ezra, point out that it can also be translated as “my punishment.”
® See footnote 3.
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To Kayin, this punishment is the ultimate slap in the face. The Bechor
Shor (4:14) explains that Kayin feels as if Hashem hates him and has
therefore left him unprotected for anyone to come and kill him.

Prior to Hevel's korban being chosen over Kayin's, we know
nothing about the nature of the brothers' relationship, but once
Hevel is favored over him, Kayin feels he must do everything in his
power to reclaim his spot as number one in Hashem’s eyes. Even if
he does not intend to cause harm to his brother, Kayin is so
overcome by jealousy that the only option he sees is murdering
Hevel, so that he, Kayin, would be the only one left for Hashem to
favor.

Spousal Favoritism

Rachel and Leah (Parshat Vayeitze)

Rachel and Leah are one of the only pairs of sisters in Tanach, and
from the first time they are mentioned, they are already being
compared to each other, which sets the framework for the rest of
their relationship.

517 N7 NRY PP YN NIVPD DY) NRY NYTIN DY N1 ORY 1290
:IRIN NON IRA NY? AN

And Lavan had two daughters. The name of the older was Leah
and the name of the younger was Rachel. Leah's eyes were soft,
while Rachel was shapely and beautiful (Bereishit 29:16-17).

There is debate among the mefarshim whether “Leah’s eyes were
soft” is to her benefit or her detriment.® Either way, the fact that the
text provides any information on the appearance of the sisters is
evidently trying to set up a comparison between the two, which will
continue for most of their lives.

® For example, Rashbam explains rakkot as beautiful while Ibn Ezra explains it
to mean weak.
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When Yaakov first sees Rachel, he is immediately drawn to her.
The attraction is so strong that it provides him with the supernatural
strength to roll a massive boulder off the top of the well, as it says:

U1 1R MR 127 IRE NRY AR MR 127 N2 HN7 DR 2P AR TYRI 0N
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When Yaakov saw Rachel, the daughter of Lavan, his mother's
brother, and the sheep of Lavan, his mother's brother, Yaakov
approached and rolled the stone from the mouth of the well and
watered the sheep of Lavan, his mother's brother. Yaakov kissed
Rachel and raised his voice and wept (Bereishit 29:10-11).

Yaakov always loves Rachel, and has no interest in Leah until
and even after Lavan tricks him into marrying her instead of Rachel.
From the start Leah is always the secondary wife, the unwanted one,
while Rachel, her younger sister, is always the favored, more
desirable wife.

IMINR DIYPIY TIY DY TIRN NR2D YNTIR'D) 20X HNTIR D R2)
fMIRY YN MANTTIR NNSN MR NRNYII ' RN

He came to Rachel as well, and he loved Rachel, too, more than
Leah. He worked with him [Lavan] for yet another seven years.
Hashem saw that Leah was hated and He opened her womb, but
Rachel was barren (Bereishit 29:30-31).

Ramban (29:30-31) points out this is an unnatural occurrence
which is why it needs to be mentioned. Ordinarily, a man with
multiple wives loves and prefers his first wife to all the other wives,
yet Yaakov does not favor Leah, his first wife. The word gam (also)
teaches that not only did Yaakov love Rachel, even though she is his
second wife, but he even loves her more than Leah. Moreover,
Ramban understands the word senua, hated, to mean that Yaakov
even grows to hate Leah, so much so that he wants to divorce her
once he marries Rachel. Even though Lavan is the one who tricks
Yaakov into marrying Leah, Ramban believes that Leah should have
given Yaakov an indication that it was her he is marrying and not
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Rachel. When Hashem sees that Yaakov hates Leah for her
deceitfulness, He gives her children to prevent Yaakov from
abandoning her. However, as Ramban notes, many other mefarshim,
such as Radak, believe that senua does not mean that Yaakov hated
Leah, but that Leah is less loved by Yaakov than Rachel is.

Either way, Leah becomes jealous of the love Yaakov has for
Rachel, and grows resentful. One would assume that once Leah
starts having children, the roles would become reversed and Leah
will slowly begin to be favored over Rachel. However, as seen from
the naming of her first three sons, nothing has changed. After the
birth of Reuven, Leah says:

DWR NIANRY INY 72
“Surely, now, my husband will love me" (Bereishit 29:32).

Leah explains Shimon’s name saying;

TIR'DI V27NN 23R MRV ‘N YY)

"Because Hashem has heard that I am hated and gave me this
one, too" (Bereishit 29:33).

And after the birth of Levi, Leah says:

10232 NYOY 19 IRT272 9K YWIR MY DYan nny
"Now, this time, my husband will attach himself to me for I have
borne him three sons" (Bereishit 29:34).

In the naming of each of her first three sons, Leah highlights how
she is the unloved, hated wife. She assumes that after she provides
Yaakov with three sons, he might finally love her, but she is still just
the secondary wife. Surprisingly, despite being the favorite wife,
Rachel is nevertheless jealous of Leah:

7NN APYTOR IMRM MOAND YN RIPM 2PYYY D12 KD D HMY RIM
D2IR NON PROR) D12
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Rachel saw that she had not borne children to Yaakov, and
Rachel became envious of her sister. She said to Yaakov, "Give
me children! If not, | am dead" (Bereishit 30:1).”

Rachel is not satisfied with being Yaakov’s favorite. She feels
compelled to compete with her sister,’ and if Leah has borne sons,
Rachel feels the need to do so as well. She demands that Yaakov give
her sons, and when this is unsuccessful, she gives her maidservant
Bilha to Yaakov. Once Bilha gives birth to two sons, Rachel names
them and says in reference to Naftali’s name:

DMY9r D) MHRDY *NYNA DPIR N9

“Mighty struggles have I struggled with my sister; I have also
prevailed” (Bereishit 30:8).

Once Rachel has provided Yaakov with a couple of sons, she
feels that she has prevailed over her sister. She is still the favorite
wife, but now that she has also given Yaakov sons like Leah has,
Leah no longer has any advantage over Rachel.

Seeing that giving Yaakov her maidservant works out for Rachel,
Leah decides to follow suit and gives Zilpa to Yaakov. Ramban
(30:9) assumes that the reason Leah gives Zilpa to Yaakov, even
though she already has sons, is that she knows Yaakov is to have
twelve sons, and so she gives Zilpa to Yaakov to ensure that the
majority of sons will come from her and not from Rachel. Despite
having more children than Rachel, Leah is not satisfied and needs
to secure her status as being the mother to the majority of Yaakov’s

It is interesting to note that, in contrast to the brothers who were drawn to
murder because of their jealousy, Rachel desires her own death because of her
jealousy.

While most people tend to assume Leah was the jealous sister, interestingly
the Torah describes Rachel’s jealousy of her sister, but never says the same
regarding Leah.
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children, to prevent Rachel from having more children than she
does.

After Rachel has two sons through Bilha, and Leah has four sons
of her own plus two sons through Zilpa, Reuven finds the dudaim
(mandrakes):

MR NIRZOR DNR RIN DTV DRTIT RYNN DONTIEP 02 11IRT 727
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Reuven went out in the time of the wheat harvest and found
mandrakes in the field and brought them to his mother, Leah.
Rachel said to Leah, "Please, give me from the mandrakes of
your son." She said to her, "Is it not enough that you took my
husband that you would take also my son's mandrakes?" Rachel
said, "Therefore, he will sleep with you tonight in return for your
son's mandrakes" (Bereishit 30: 14-15).

There is debate among the mefarshim whether the dudaim® have
any fertility benefit or if they are just scented flowers, but regardless
of what they are, it is evident that Rachel wants to keep them out of
Leah’s possession. Rachel so desperately wants to have the dudaim
over Leah, that she is even willing to give up a night with Yaakov
in order to keep them away from her sister.

Following the incident with the dudaim, the only other time the
sisters are mentioned in connection to each other is when Yaakov
tells them they must leave Lavan’s house:

N172) RIYD 31228 1722 1PN PN N TN 1Y NITIRP IR YN Iym
9N R WD D2 12 M0 NR HIOR DY HIRN 1790 2 3D NIWYN)
VY PYR DPOR IR YR Y5 NP 113291 RIN NY IARND DPHN

Rachel and Leah replied and said, "Do we still have a portion or
inheritance in our father's house? Are we not considered as
foreigners by him? For, he has sold us and has also totally
consumed our money. For all the wealth that God removed from

’ For a thorough analysis of the dudaim narrative, refer to Abby Kogan'’s article,
“Flora and Family,” in the 5782 Matmidot Scholars Journal, pages 5-39.
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our father belongs to us and our children; now, then, do all that
God has said to you" (Bereishit 31:14-16).

The word used to introduce Rachel and Leah’s response, va-ta’an
(and she answered), is singular feminine, but if both Rachel and
Leah are responding to Yaakov, it should be plural - va-ta’anena (and
they answered).

There are two similar cases in which a verb is conjugated in the
singular while referring to multiple people,” where Rashi explains
that the inconsistency indicates that the group is united TNR WK
TNR 191 - as one man with one heart."

It is possible that the word va-ta’an is used instead of va-ta’anena
to signify that Rachel and Leah have developed some sense of unity,
and are responding to Yaakov TnR 151 nnr nwr1.”? If so, this would
mean that the sisters are finally able to unite toward a common
cause, that of supporting Yaakov in leaving Lavan’s house and

' The first case is Shemot 14:10 which says: DR INR Yo1 ©1%N MM - and behold
the Egyptians were coming after them, using the singular verb yvi1 for the
Egyptians, even though the previous pasuk says: 2w DR INR DM¥N 197N
0 5Y 0NN DMK - and the Egyptians pursued them and overtook them as they were
encamped by the sea, using the plural verbs 1979 and ww for the Egyptains.
This leads Rashi to comment: TR WXRY TR 191 - that the Egyptians were
coming after Bnei Yisrael as one unified mob.

The second example is Shemot 19:2, which says: 0D 7270 1R D79 WON
900 T YRIY DY 1NN 12702 NN - Having journeyed from Rephidim, they entered
the wilderness of Sinai and encamped in the wilderness; Israel encamped there in front
of the mountain. The first three verbs are in plural ()" , X127 ,)yo7), while the
fourth one switches to singular (jn”). Rashi explains that the use of the
singular verb to describe Bnei Yisrael’s encampment at Har Sinai is to show
that they encamped there TnX 252 TNR WK1 - as one man with one heart.

" There is an additional case of multiple speakers with a singular verb in
Bamidbar 12:1 where Rashi offers an explanation other than TnX 252 TnR WX,
There, Rashi explains that it was Miriam who started speaking and only
afterwards did Aharon join her; therefore it is conjugated in the singular.

> However, since Rashi does not offer this explanation here it is possible that he
believes it does not apply to this situation of Rachel and Leah.
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following God’s command to “Get up, go out of this land, and return
to the land of your birth.”™

After years of competition stemming from their husband’s
favoritism, Rachel and Leah are finally able to resolve their feud,
and work together to support their husband, Yaakov.

Lessons Learned from Third Party Favoritism

Both with Kayin and Hevel and Rachel and Leah, the contentious
nature of their relationship only really begins when a third party
favors the younger sibling over the older. Subsequently, the older
sibling comes to believe that since s/he is not favored over his/her
sibling, s/he is hated, and therefore starts to compete with his/her
sibling for the status as favorite. While Kayin resorts to violence
promptly ending his relationship with Hevel and therefore their
feud, Leah retaliates by giving Yaakov reasons to favor her over
Rachel. Seeing what Leah is doing, Rachel becomes jealous of her
and also attempts to retaliate which just causes their feud to deepen,
spanning almost the rest of their lives. Leah is hyper-focused on
gaining Yaakov’s favor; she is constantly trying to prove that she is
better than Rachel. On the other hand, Kayin is more concerned with
getting revenge on Hevel, the person that is causing him all this
anger and frustration.

When the siblings are constantly being compared to each other,
it creates an atmosphere of envy and competition. They become
consumed with the need to do everything in their power to confirm
their superiority over their sibling, and are even willing to go to
extreme lengths. If presented with a common purpose, instead of
competing and being compared to each other, the siblings learn that
they must collaborate to achieve a common goal.

3 Bereishit 31:13 - TNT9IM PIR YR 2191 NRTA PIRD 10 RY DI
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Conclusion

These examples of sibling relationships in Tanach show that
favoring one child over his or her siblings can have devastating
effects on their relationship. Since siblings are typically compared to
one another, when one sibling is favored over another, it tends to
lead to strife between them. However, their reaction to this
favoritism is greatly affected by whom it comes from.

When parents favor one sibling, the siblings grow up contending
for their parent’s favor. Based on her 2005 study, Kristi Hoffman"
writes:

As predicted by conflict theory, previous research, and folklore,
parental comparisons of siblings heightened sibling violence
(Brody et al., 1992; Goodwin & Roscoe, 1990; Klagsbrun, 1992;
Ross & Milgram, 1982), particularly among males. Holding one
child up as the standard did indeed lead to resentment and
violence between siblings (e.g., Bryant, 1982). Parental
comparisons of siblings affected sibling violence directly and
also indirectly by increasing siblings” problems sharing property
and sibling’s arguments.”

From a young age, the siblings are set against each other and are
not given the chance to develop their relationship without
competition at the center. Therefore, as they grow older, this tends
to provoke one-sided resentment in which the less-favored sibling
gets so consumed that he responds with violence. In both examples
we have discussed, Yaakov and Esav and Yosef and his brothers,
one of the first things we are told about these siblings is how their
father favored one brother over the other(s). At the climax of the
conflict, there is the threat of or attempted murder, followed by a

" Kristi Hoffman is a professor of sociology at Roanoke College.

5 K. Hoffman, J. Kiecolt, & J. Edwards, “Physical Violence Between Siblings: A
Theoretical and Empirical Analysis,” Journal of Family Issues, 2005, 26(8), 1124.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1177 /0192513 X05277809
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period of separation. This separation is the first time the siblings
have the opportunity to develop a relationship independent of their
parents, thereby enabling them to learn that it does not need to be
centered around competition and favoritism.

On the other hand, when siblings are favored by a third party,
they tend to have already developed a sense of who they are as
individuals before they are forced to compete for that person’s love
and attention. In both of the examples discussed, Kayin and Hevel
and Rachel and Leabh, the first thing we are told about the siblings is
not that one is favored over the other, but how they are different
from each other. Each of the siblings is his or her own person with
his or her own personality. However, they are constantly being
viewed in comparison to their sibling. Separating the siblings in
these cases is not going to resolve the competition like it can in a
case of parental favoritism. As seen with Rachel and Leah, the
competition can be peacefully resolved by finding a unifying
purpose that brings the siblings together instead of pitting them
against each other. Without a unifying purpose, the siblings will
continue to be compared to one another which will only cause them
to distance themselves more, and possibly even take it to the
extreme as Kayin did to Hevel.

Instead of providing us with examples of siblings upon which
we can model our relationships, Tanach provides us with a myriad
of ways that relationships can go wrong, along with tactics for
hopefully resolving challenging relationships.
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Was the Torah Gifted to or

Forced upon Bnei Yisrael?
Gabriela Yohananoff

The Challenge Presented by the Pasuk

In the story of Matan Torah, there is a phrase in one of the pesukim
that raises many textual and philosophical questions. The pasuk
states:

200 NNN 128N NINND 10 DPORN NRIPY DYN NR NYN RN

Moshe led the people out of the camp toward God, and they
stood mmnna the mountain (Shemot 19:17).!

Chazal were bothered by the last three words, 911 n'nnna yaxn»,
and tried to understand their meaning. The challenge is specifically
raised by the word mmnni, whose root is nnn, which means
underneath or below.? By using the word nnn, the pasuk makes it
sound like Bnei Yisrael are standing underneath the mountain,
which is seemingly impossible. How then is this phrase to be
understood?

One approach to solving this difficulty is to translate the word
m°NNNa as meaning something other than “under." The Artscroll
Tanach, for example, translates 91010 NNNN1 as meaning “at the bottom

Gabriela was mentored by Rabbanit Rachel Leshaw.

! All translations, both of pesukim and of mefarshim, are from Sefaria, unless

indicated otherwise.

In this case, Sefaria translates 12¥’n" as: took their places, but “stood” or
perhaps “stood firmly” seems more accurate.

Francis Brown, Samuel Rolles Driver, and Charles Augustus Briggs. The
Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (BDB) (Boston: Houghton,
Mifflin, and Company, 1906), s.v. nni.
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of the mountain,” while Koren and JPS translate it as meaning “at the
foot of the mountain." By interpreting the word nnn in an atypical
way, both translations resolve the difficulty presented by the pasuk.

However, when taking into context how the word n’nnnais used
in other places in Tanach, the translation of the word clearly seems
to mean underneath and not “at the bottom of” or “at the foot of." The
word n'nnna itself does not appear anywhere else in Tanach, but the
word n'nnn (without the a prefix) appears six times. Four out of six
of these instances have connotations of burial and are being used to
describe the underworld of Sheol where people go after they die.’
For example, in Devarim 32:22, the pasuk says: T’ aR1 NNTP YR
RNN 9IRY™TY D10 7T0MN VAYM 1Y PIR HIRM - For a fire has flared
in My wrath And burned to the bottom of Sheol, Has consumed the earth
and its increase, Eaten down to the base of the hills. Given the context of
how n'nnn is used elsewhere, it seems that at Matan Torah the word
n’nnn1 is being used to describe how Bnei Yisrael were underneath
the mountain in a way closely associated with death. Furthermore,
in the highly regarded BDB lexicon, 'nnn is defined as lower or
lowest (places).!

Knowing how the word nnnn is used elsewhere in Tanach and
the authoritative Biblical translation of the word, it is clear that the
word n’nnna means under. However, accepting this interpretation
raises its own set of issues, such as how it could have been possible
for the mountain to hover in the air, and how Bnei Yisrael could have
been under the mountain and survive. But the difficulty presented
by the word n'nnna need not be viewed as an obstacle to overcome
or avoid by translating over it. The midrash in Masechet Shabbat

® Devarim 32:22, Shoftim 1:15, Yechezkel 31:14, Yechezkel 31:17, Yechezkel 31:18, and
Iyov 41:17

* The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, s.v. *Ang.
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chooses to take advantage of this unusual word by finding meaning
in its usage.’

The Midrash
The Gemara in Masechet Shabbat 88a states:

N99W TNYN :RON 72 RNN 72 MPTIR 27 IR - "INN NNNL 1NN
92PN ONR DR DAY IR 1D 00 DR DY RIN PI2 VITPN
TRIN :2PY? 72 RNR 27 90X .0INTNIP RNN DY — IRY DRI ,201M 1NN
LOINMVNR I MIYAP 1T 19 29 HY R :R1T IR RNPNRY 127 RYTIN

.129920pW N MYp — "D 192 P 1N

The Torah says, “ And Moshe brought forth the people out of the
camp to meet God; and they stood 9nn n'nnna." Rabbi Avdimi
bar Hama bar Hasa said: the Jewish people actually stood
beneath the mountain, and the verse teaches that the Holy One,
Blessed be He, overturned the mountain above the Jews like a
tub, and said to them: If you accept the Torah, excellent, and if
not, there will be your burial. Rav Aha bar Ya'akov said: From
here there is a substantial caveat to the obligation to fulfill the
Torah. The Jewish people can claim that they were coerced into
accepting the Torah, and it is therefore not binding. Rava said:
Even so, they again accepted it willingly in the time of
Achashveirosh, as it is written: “The Jews upheld and accepted”
(Esther 9:27), which is interpreted to mean: The Jews upheld in
the days of Achashveirosh that which they had already accepted
upon themselves through coercion at Sinai.’

Rav Avdimi works with the assumption that Bnei Yisrael were
actually under the mountain, choosing the translation which stays

the most true to the usual meaning of the word n'nnn in Tanach. In
response to the question of how it was possible for Bnei Yisrael to

Rashi is also bothered by the odd use of the word n'nnna and says:
12020 DYHY N9 IMPNN NN YHMIY :IWITRY NN 19171 01V 290

According to the peshat interpretation, says Rashi, this word simply means
that Bnei Yisrael stood at the foot of the mountain. According to the midrashic
interpretation, these words teach us that the mountain was plucked from its
place and was turned over on top of Bnei Yisrael like a cask.

This translation is a combination of Sefaria’s and Artscroll’s translations.
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have been under a mountain, the midrash concludes that God
miraculously suspended the mountain over Bnei Yisrael’s heads, so
that they were underneath the mountain, and threatened to drop it
over them. The midrash then faces the challenge of explaining why
God would do such a thing. The answer it gives is that God, for
reasons that are not yet clear, had to force Bnei Yisrael into accepting
the Torah. Rav asks the next obvious question that arises: If Bnei
Yisrael were forced to accept the Torah, then can’t they later argue
that such a commitment is not actually binding? Rava answers that
regardless of whether Bnei Yisrael accepted the Torah willingly or
not at Har Sinai, they came to willingly accept it later during the time
of Purim, thereby formalizing their commitment to God and to
Torah.

This midrash has always stood out to me, more so than any other.
I always questioned why Chazal seemed to arbitrarily insert this
element of God forcing us to accept the Torah into the Matan Torah
story when there did not seem to be any support for this
interpretation in the text. However, by delving more deeply into the
pasuk, 1 have come to appreciate what led Chazal to this
interpretation. It no longer seems like a random external insertion
but rather one motivated by Chazal’s sensitive and thorough
understanding of the word n’nnna and its usage in Tanach.

Questions Raised by the Midrash and Possible
Solutions

Questions

While this midrash does resolve the issue of the strange wording
in the pasuk, it raises the question of how God could have forced Bnei
Yisrael to accept the Torah. How could God have taken away Brnei
Yisrael’s free will and right to choose? If the Torah was in fact forced
upon us, what implications might this have for our relationship
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with Torah today? And what about the fact that Bnei Yisrael had
already said ynwin nwyi (Shemot 24:7), which makes it sound like
they accepted the Torah happily and willingly at Har Sinai?’

Approach #1: Bnei Yisrael Wanted to Accept the Torah All
Along

Tosafot (Shabbat 88a) raise a similar question and ask why God
had to force Bnei Yisrael if they had already accepted the Torah
earlier when they said ynwn nwyi. The answer, say Tosafot, is
because of how intimidating Har Sinai was:

NYITIN VRN IRV DINN P RNDY PRVIY DWYI TP 119V 9"YR)
DNWI NNRYY

And even though they [Bnei Yisrael] had already preceded “We
will do” to “We will understand” [indicating their acceptance of
Torah], perhaps they would renege when they would see the
large fire causing their souls to depart.’

In other words, according to Tosafot, it seems that if Matan Torah
had not been such an intimidating experience, Bnei Yisrael would
have had no problem accepting the Torah of their own volition, and
they in fact did accept it willingly before encountering the
overwhelming atmosphere that was Har Sinai. It was only the
terrifying circumstances that caused Bnei Yisrael to need to be forced
into upholding their acceptance of the Torah.

~

In the chronological order of Sefer Shemot, Bnei Yisrael did not say ynwin nwy
before Matan Torah. In Shemot 19:8 Bnei Yisrael say nwy) and then only after
Matan Torah, in Shemot 24:7, do Bnei Yisrael actually say ynwin nwyi. So it could
be that before Matan Torah, Bnei Yisrael needed to be forced into accepting the
Torah and after the experience they were glad to whole-heartedly accept it.
However, most parshanim accept the view that Sefer Shemot is not
chronological and that Bnei Yisrael actually did say ynwn nwyi before Matan
Torah. See, for example, Rashi to Shemot 24:1, based on the Gemara in Shabbat
88a.

Translation by Rabbanit Dena Rock.

®

95



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

Rav Joseph Kimchi (cited in nmn HY PIRn o0 w11°a) also
believes that Bnei Yisrael willingly accepted the Torah, and he takes
this idea even a step further than Tosafot:

N9 72 INRY YRV NYYI 1INRY ININI 73D ORTY VI’ MNP 9O N
on»N ORY DPYIMY DNYYY 1101 0NY IR NN MRIND 3NN DHY
IR ARYY MMIN TWRI DININ MM RY D00

Rabbi Joseph Kimchi explains that Bnei Yisrael willingly accepted
the Torah and said, “Na’aseh ve-nishma” and only after that, God
turned the mountain over their heads like a barrel to show God’s
affection. God said to them: “It is good that you desired and
accepted my Torah because had you refused, I would not have

let you refuse like I did with the other nations.”’

According to Rav Kimchi, Bnei Yisrael were not coerced at any
point. Only after they had willingly accepted the Torah did God lift
the mountain over their heads to show what would have happened
had they not accepted the Torah. This explanation provides a great
answer (that even accounts for the chronology of the pesukim) in
response to the question of why Bnei Yisrael needed to be forced to
accept the Torah if they had already said ynwn nwyi. According to
this approach, Bnei Yisrael said ynwin nwyi and wholeheartedly
accepted the Torah and only afterwards did God lift the mountain
over their heads to show what would have otherwise happened.

Approach #2: Written Torah versus Oral Torah

The Chizkuni, Da’at Zekeinim, and Minchat Yehuda all ask the same
question as before: If Bnei Yisrael had already said ynwn nwyi
(Shemot 24:7) and thereby already accepted the Torah, why would
God have had to threaten Bnei Yisrael into accepting the Torah by

® Tur Ha-peirush Ha-aroch, Shemot 19:17, s.v. “ Va-yityatzvu be-tachtit hahar.”
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holding a mountain over their heads?’ The Minchat Yehuda" and
Da’at Zekeinim' both write (using verbatim the same words):

TAR DY 0K 292 W MNN NN 1INR ,HRIVY 1IN NNY N"apn XY
193 TN ANV IMR RYR DYAPNR MR PR IR .1 HY2 TIRY And1
V30 90N DYy

When God wanted to give the Torah to Bnei Yisrael, Bnei Yisrael
asked God how many Torahs He had. God replied: one written
Torah and one oral Torah. Bnei Yisrael replied that they only
wanted to accept the written Torah. Immediately, the mountain
was overturned on their heads like a barrel.

The Chizkuni similarly writes:

RY 19 HPIVW 17N MY W2 RHR YRV NWPI INR T2 7N RN DR
7Y 9ap

And if you will say: Bnei Yisrael already accepted the Torah by
proclaiming ynwn nwyi, the response to that is they said nwy)
ynwn in regards to accepting the Written Torah, but the Oral
Torah they did not yet accept upon themselves."

According to these parshanim, Bnei Yisrael's intention when they
said ynwn nwyi was only for Torah She-bichtav. They were not
initially willing to accept Torah She-be’al Peh upon themselves and so
God had to force Bnei Yisrael into accepting the Oral Law by holding
the mountain over their heads.

This solution presented by the above parshanim partially solves
the issue of free will raised by the midrash. According to them, Bnei
Yisrael completely willingly accepted Torah She-bichtav and were
only forced into accepting Torah She-be’al Peh. While this approach
does make the situation a little more palatable, it still leaves open

' This pasuk only comes after Matan Torah if Shemot is assumed to be in
chronological order. The parshanim assume that Shemot 24:7 describes an event
which happened before Matan Torah. See footnote #6.

" Minchat Yehuda, Shemot 19:17, s.v. “ Va-yityatzou be-tachtit ha-har.”
2 Da’at Zekeinim, Shemot 19:17, s.v. “ Va-yityatzou be-tachtit ha-har.”
 Chizkuni, Shemot 19:17, s.v. “ Va-yityatzou be-tachtit ha-har.”

97



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

the issue of how God could force Bnei Yisrael into accepting Torah
She-be’al Peh. Furthermore, it is impossible to keep Torah She-bichtav
without the interpretations of Torah She-be’al Peh, so how could Bnei
Yisrael accept the former without the latter?" What would that even
mean or look like?

This approach works well with the Purim idea brought by the
midrash though: Bnei Yisrael were not initially willing to accept Torah
She-be’al Peh at Matan Torah, but they became willing to accept it
during the time of the Purim story because - as will be delved into
more deeply later in the paper - that is when Rabbinic Judaism
became authoritative. Once Bnei Yisrael had a greater part in the oral
transmission of the Torah, they became ready to accept it.

Approach #3: Coercion as a Positive Force

The Siftei Chachamim’s interpretation accepts and even embraces
the idea that God forced Bmei Yisrael to accept the Oral Torah
because, according to him, it was ultimately for their good:

1YY 1AW NI ,ANI2W NNNN KY 1N YRV NVPI 1INRY ANT 9P
Y79 ,IN210Y 10 ,1”apn JOIRT RN .1 HPAY 1IN Yaph rT1I oD N
AN 191 2N97 NONR NI ,0N5WY Y137 RYY ,0YYN N1OW PYHND RHY

2 93 INYWY Y31 RYY NWRY

A further answer: They said, "We will do and we will listen,"
regarding the Written Torah. But the mountain arched over them
so they would accept the Oral Torah. It was for their benefit that
Hashem forced them, as now the Shechina will not leave them
and He will not cast them off. For it is written regarding a
woman forced into relations (Devarim 22:19): “She shall be his
wife; he may not cast her away all his days.”"

" The Torah’s descriptions of how to perform many mitzvot, such as tefillin,
sukkah, kashrut, and Shabbat are incomprehensible without the interpretations
and explanations of Torah She-be’al Peh.

' Siftei Chachamim, Shemot 19:17, s.v. “Va-yityatzou be-tachtit ha-har.” This
translation is from alhatorah.org.
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According to the Siftei Chachamim, Bnei Yisrael willingly accepted
the Written Torah, but God forced them into accepting the Oral
Torah. Since God forced it upon Bnei Yisrael, the Shechina is no
longer able to depart from them, just as a man who rapes a woman
must marry her and is never able to divorce her. This affords Bnei
Yisrael a significant layer of protection, and it was therefore for their
benefit that the Torah was forced on them by God.

Though ultimately the Siftei Chachamim is saying that the element
of force was for Bnei Yisrael’s benefit, it is disturbing to compare God
forcing Bnei Yisrael into accepting the Torah to a man raping a

‘woman.

Similar to the Siftei Chachamim, the Gur Aryeh believes that God
forced the Torah on Bmnei Yisrael and that this was a necessary
positive. He says:

RY DR’ IMY MO39 900 DIYYY 18 13,01V DRI TWVR VIVAN IpYn YR

TPNI9N RN 2NN 2 MY (N NAY) 'DOINMAP RAN DY ,1INN 1Yapn
0NN D727 3, )T .DNNAP RN NNY - 1IN 192p? RY ORI ,0Y2pH
.ONYIN REMIY DYP PRI ,DTPYIN TWAR IRY , AN 1HYNI DI1IWN DA NYNY

But the essence of this explanation that seems simple is that the
mountain was overturned on them like a barrel to say, “If you
do not accept the Torah, there will be your place of burial.” That
is to say, it is required to accept the Torah and if not, there will
be your place of burial. It is known that things that are forced are
more important in nature, because one cannot live without them,
and there is no existence to be found without them.

According to the Gur Aryeh, the mountain was held over Bnei
Yisrael’s heads and used to threaten them into accepting the Torah
to teach how vital their acceptance of the Torah was. The world
could not have continued to exist without it; Bnei Yisrael surely
could not have continued without it but rather bn712{p RN DV - they
would have perished there. Thus, God coercing their acceptance of
the Torah was not unfair or even negative; it merely signified how
essential Torah is, such that not accepting it was simply not an
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option. The world and Brei Yisrael could not have continued to exist
had Bnei Yisrael not accepted the Torah.

He continues:

71872 77,095 NN PR ANINN 22 DMK P LAT AVIY 170 RY D)
nNan TIan own NN 9% X v RY - 19ap RY DRY DYy vap
YN INN DAY T HY ANPM IPYY IR TVRI ,DTIP DMIR NI

N9 DYP DAY PRY ,NNI2M ANPNI 2 MY DNIomn

If God had not done this [forced the Torah], they [Bnei Yisrael]

would have said that the Torah was never necessary, only at will

did they accept it, and had they not accepted the Torah, they

would not have needed it. Therefore, God placated and

appeased Bnei Yisrael before giving the Torah, and once they saw

that it was given by way of force, they would say that the Torah’s

giving is necessary and that they have no existence without it.

Contrary to our initial assumption, that if Buei Yisrael were

forced into accepting the Torah, they could later use this as leverage
to break their commitment, the Gur Aryeh actually believes the
opposite. According to him, if God had not forced the Torah on Bnei
Yisrael, they might have concluded that keeping the Torah is a
choice and just as they once chose to accept it, they can similarly
choose to reject it. Therefore, God had to force Bnei Yisrael into
acceptance so that they would know that their existence is not
possible without the Torah."” There is no alternative other than
choosing to accept and live by the Torah.

The approach espoused by the Siftei Chachamim and the Gur
Aryeh embraces the fact that Bnei Yisrael were not truly given a
choice when accepting the Torah, and views this coercion as
legitimate and even positive. This approach resolves several

' The Gur Aryeh takes his idea even further and learns from the additional letter
N in the word »"wWn in Bereishit 1:31 - "wWwn DY 912 ' 27y 0N - that the
condition upon which the world was created was that the Torah would be
accepted by Bnei Yisrael. Had Bnei Yisrael not accepted the Torah, the entire
world would have reverted to tohu va-vohu.
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questions: God in fact took away Bnei Yisrael’s free will because
acceptance of the Torah is important enough to necessitate that. The
implications of this for our relationship with Torah today are that
we must continue to keep the Torah even though Bnei Yisrael were
initially coerced into acceptance. Despite the strengths of this
approach, it raises some ethical concerns. The idea of celebrating the
loss of free will is troubling. In addition, many are probably deeply
uncomfortable with the comparison between God forcing Bnei
Yisrael into accepting the Torah and a man raping a woman,
especially since it is presented as having been for Bnei Yisrael's
benefit. For those who are disturbed by the idea that in giving over
the Torah - a book of Jewish laws and ethics - God violated ethical

principles, this approach is not satisfying.

Approach #4: Deciphering the Symbolism of the Midrash

In my Philosophy of Halacha class at Midreshet Lindenbaum,
Rav Shmuel Klitsner introduced me to a fascinating alternative
approach to understanding the midrash about the mountain being
held over Bnei Yisrael’s heads. He suggested viewing the midrash as
a metaphor that enables us to understand the people’s experience at
Har Sinai on an even deeper level. In order to understand what Rav
Klitsner was suggesting, we first have to zoom out and explore Bnei
Yisrael’s psychological and emotional state at Matan Torah. Only
then will we be able to grasp how Chazal utilized the imagery of a
mountain suspended over the people’s heads to convey a genuine
and authentic sense of how Bnei Yisrael felt at Har Sinai.

Understanding Bmnei Yisrael's Psychological and
Emotional State at Matan Torah

a) Bnei Yisrael’s Reliance Upon God

There is always, of course, an inherently uneven power dynamic
between man and God. Yet generally when God commands people,
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they are still left with a real choice of whether to follow His
command or not because there is no immediate consequence for
either decision. However, in the case of Matan Torah, when God
purposefully constructed Bnei Yisrael’s reliance on Him to be total
and complete, and made clear that it was only by His mercy that
they were alive at any given moment, the uneven power dynamic
between man and God was far greater than normal. At Matan Torah,
Bnei Yisrael were unable to freely make decisions due to their
knowing that at any given moment, God could remove the many
protections that He had previously offered them and they would be
killed.

Bnei Yisrael were freed from Egypt in approximately the year
2448, or 1313 BCE, and were given the Torah fifty days after their
exodus.” During that short time period, they witnessed the ten
plagues that God inflicted on the Egyptians, were saved by God’s
splitting of the Sea, were saved again by God’s heaven-sent manna
and water, protected by God’s anan (cloud), and finally, stood
intimidated and fearful at Har Sinai, which was ablaze with thunder
and fire."” Time after time, Shemot narrates Bnei Yisrael’s lack of
autonomy and their complete reliance upon God. God alone freed
Bnei Yisrael from Egypt, as expounded upon by the haggadah:

9921 .99 RYY 7R 7192 99 M9 LIRYND RYY IR .DMINN PIRA NIy
ANR RDY RIN IR LD IR THY RDY IR .D0HY NWYR D1INN IHR

“And I'will pass through the Land of Egypt" - I and not an angel.
"And I will smite every firstborn" - I and not a seraph. "And with
all the gods of Egypt, I will make judgments" - I and not a
messenger. "l am the Lord" - I am He and there is no other.

God alone sustained Bnei Yisrael in the desert through miracles
such as sweetening water through a piece of wood (Shemot 15:22-

7 https:/ /alhatorah.org/Structure_%E2%80%93_Sefer_Shemot
" Shemot 19:16, 19:18, 20:15, 24:17.
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25), making bread appear out of the dew (Shemot 16:13-15), and
making water emerge from a rock (Shemot 17:1-7). God alone
watched over Bnei Yisrael’s travels by performing miracles such as
the anan (Shemot 13:21-22) and making Bnei Yisrael victorious against
Amalek (Shemot 17:8-13). Sefer Shemot makes clear that Bnei Yisrael are
completely reliant upon the mercy of God. This set-up arguably
puts Bnei Yisrael at a disadvantage at Matan Torah; they have no
ability to fend for themselves or hold any negotiating power
between them and God, and are therefore subject to whatever God
wants of them. They are indebted to the God who has kept them
alive and have no choice but to accept God’s demands, no matter
what they may be.

b) Bnei Yisrael’s Slave Mentality

Trials such as escaping bondage and surviving in the wilderness
would have proven challenging for any nation, especially for a
people just emerging from hundreds of years of enslavement. Brnei
Yisrael’s complaints, which presumably are grossly exaggerated,
reveal their dependence on the Egyptians not just for physical
nourishment, but mental stability as well:

:92VY DNY NYIRI TVIN POHY NNAWI DI PIRD N T2 M0 N0

If only we had died by the hand of God in the land of Egypt,
when we sat by the fleshpots, when we ate our fill of bread!
(Shemot 16:3).

Similarly, in Bamidbar 11:5 they say:

TIRY DINVIARD DRI DRVPI DR DIN DIXN YIRIIWR TANR 11797
:DIMVNTTIRY DYRINTNIRY PNNN

We remember the fish that we used to eat free in Egypt, the
cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.

As Rav Alex Israel explains, the Egyptians provided Bnei Yisrael
with food so that they could survive in order to work. The way Brnei
Yisrael remember it though, they were fed and cared for by the
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Egyptians. When they are no longer in Egypt and are not able to
identify any sources of food, they immediately revert to wishing
they were in Egypt again, where things were predictable and they
knew where their next meal was coming from. Bnei Yisrael crave the
security that Egypt - an environment where decisions were made
for them - offered.”

Another example can be found in Shemot 16, when Bnei Yisrael
are told to collect as much manna as they need for the day but not to
leave any overnight. Inevitably, some people choose to keep the
manna overnight and it becomes spoiled. There are also people who
go out to see if there is any manna to collect on Shabbat, which
infuriates God. As former slaves, Bnei Yisrael are accustomed to
gathering as much food as they can whenever it is available because
it is uncertain when their next meal will be given. Enslaved people
are forced to live moment by moment and be completely focused on
survival.

Elements from mefarshim reveal how deeply entrenched Bnei
Yisrael still are in their slave mindset. In his commentary on Shermot
14:13, Ibn Ezra asks why Bnei Yisrael did not fight their Egyptian
slave masters when Bnei Yisrael outnumbered the Egyptians. He
explains:

TNY DMIINAN RXVA NTN AN HRIVY DNTR NN DANND D NIWVNN
PNTR DY DNONY NNY Y31 PRI .AYAY 1WAN DN 5P 91200 vIvIn

The answer is that the Egyptians were masters over the Jews.
This generation of Jews who would leave Egypt had learned
from their youth to suffer the yoke of Egypt, and their souls were
broken. How could they possibly now fight their masters?”

Y Alex Israel, “The Slave Mentality,”
https:/ /www .etzion.org.il/en/holidays/ pesach/beshalach-slave-mentality
2 Ibn Ezra, Shemot 14:13, s.v.'n NYIW> OR 187 128100,

104



Gabriela Yohananoff

Ibn Ezra believes that when a nation becomes accustomed to
subservience and bondage, they become unable to fight for
themselves, even when the odds are on their side. While there were
small acts of rebellion against the Egyptians, such as Yocheved
hiding Moshe to ensure his survival, Buei Yisrael generally did not
fight the Egyptians. According to Ibn Ezra, this is because Bnei
Yisrael's morale was slowly broken down over time by the
Egyptians so that they had very little willpower or confidence left
to fight.

Another support for Bnei Yisrael’s broken spirit is the Rambam’s
explanation in Moreh Nevuchim (3:32) of why God did not lead Brnei
Yisrael on the most direct route when they left Egypt:*

2910 ,NYNN NN ANA VR NIWIN TITH N DMR MIYRD 200V 10
YINY TY NINR 717 YR ,¥207 785 15209 D'919 DM 170 RHYW Nn NRY?
NNVRIN

Here God led the people about, away from the direct road which
He originally intended, because He feared they might meet on
that way with hardships too great for their ordinary strength; He
took them by another road in order to obtain thereby His original
object.”

According to the Rambam, God had to take Bnei Yisrael on an
indirect route through the desert because God was afraid that at the
slightest hardship, Bnei Yisrael would give up and return to Egypt.
Bnei Yisrael needed time to recover from their enslavement before
they would be able to face any new hardships.

Yet while still being entrapped in their previous slave mindset,
Bnei Yisrael are also expected to emerge as servants to their new

2 @phr NR 3 RIN 21IP D LAWY PIR TIT DPYR DATRY DYATIR APIG NHVWI AN

nNM¥N 12V INNYH DNRI OYN BNie - Now when Pharaoh let the people go,
God did not lead them by way of the land of the Philistines, although it was
nearer; for God said, “The people may have a change of heart when they see
war, and return to Egypt” (Shemot 13:17).

? Translation by Rabbanit Dena Rock.
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master, God. These examples raise the question of how a nation that
is so unaccustomed to making decisions and living independently
could truly choose to become God’s nation.

¢) The Intimidating Nature of Har Sinai

The frightening descriptions of Har Sinai only add to the
intimidation and fear Bnei Yisrael must have already been feeling at
Matan Torah, given the slave mindset in which they were still so
deeply entrenched. The pesukim describe the terrifying show God
put on for Bnei Yisrael:

TINN JWIIN TVPI NVY YN WRL N PHY TV TUR 290 193 JUY D IM

MY WPIHRM 2T NVN TRND PIM NN 79WN NP 0N SIRND DD
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Now Mount Sinai was all in smoke, for God had come down
upon it in fire; the smoke rose like the smoke of a kiln, and the
whole mountain trembled violently. The blare of the horn grew
louder and louder. As Moshe spoke, God answered him in
thunder (Shemot 19:18-19).

RIN JYY INNTNIRI 9VN NP DRI DTAYITIRI NYIPATIIR DRI DYNHN
$PIIN TP 1P BYN

All the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the blare of
the horn and the mountain smoking; and when the people saw
it, they fell back and stood at a distance (Shemot 20:15).

ORIV N121YY AN WRI NYIR WRI ‘D TI2D AIRIN
Now the Presence of God appeared in the sight of the Israelites
as a consuming fire on the top of the mountain (Shemot 24:17).

The pesukim describe Har Sinai as a volcanic mountain which was
trembling violently and smoking, seemingly about to explode. This
made it impossible for Bnei Yisrael to exercise autonomy since surely
their only focus was on survival. The Malbim and Da’at Zekeinim
comment that the reason the word 12¥'n" is used as opposed to the
more common verb of YY" is that Bnei Yisrael had to firmly plant
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themselves in place to keep from becoming panic-stricken. The
Malbim writes:”

TINY DIPNA RIN MIANDINY TMY P21 2N 12 5720 WV NORR NN
1TRY RY NN NONNNA 1TRYY DINY Y RINN DIpNa TNy 17 pun
ARWAY PP PAN 1IN DTMA DOYNI VA 0T TN RYL 1PN DY

RN Dpna

It is explained that there is a difference between 1x1 and Ty
because the former is used when much strength is needed to
stand in place. And even though they were standing at the
bottom of the mountain, they were not standing without fear,
because they were recoiling and scared and needed strength to
stand in place.”

From the way the pesukim describe Har Sinai, it is clear that Bnei
Yisrael had no choice but to go along with everything God asked of
them in order to save their own lives. The stress of impending death
put Bnei Yisrael in a position where they were not able to make
decisions with a clear head or time to process.

Connecting the Three

Given the fact that Bnei Yisrael in the midbar were completely
dependent upon God for their survival, had not gotten the
opportunity to slowly emerge from their slave mentality by learning
to exercise autonomy, and that Har Sinai was such a terrifying
experience, the Gemara in Shabbat 88a perfectly captures the
context of Matan Torah. Whether the mountain was or was not
actually turned over Bnei Yisrael’s heads is irrelevant because it must
have felt like that was what was happening for Bnei Yisrael. Given
their slave mentality, their dependence on God, and the
intimidating and terrifying environment at Har Sinai, Bnei Yisrael felt
as if they had no choice but to accept the Torah; they felt as if the
mountain were actually being held over their heads. Chazal realized

® Malbim, Shemot 19:17, s.v. “ Va-yityatzou be-tachtit ha-har.”
* Translation is my own with help from Google Translate.
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that simply writing, “Bnei Yisrael were terrified and felt like they had
no choice but to accept the Torah” would not have been nearly as
effective in conveying to future generations Bnei Yisrael’s emotional
state at Har Sinai as using evocative imagery like the mountain being
held over their heads. Thus, we can now understand that when
Chazal created that midrash, they were not gratuitously inserting a
disturbing and unsubstantiated element into the Matan Torah
narrative; rather, they were creatively using powerful imagery to
convey to us a genuine sense of how Bnei Yisrael felt at the time. In
fact, as we showed at the outset, careful analysis of the word rnnnn
in Tanach indicates that by choosing this unusual word, God
Himself was hinting at the idea of Bnei Yisrael ‘standing underneath
the mountain’ in some way. Chazal combined that textual hint
together with their sensitivity to how Bnei Yisrael must have felt at
the time to come up with the imagery of God suspending the
mountain over their heads to brilliantly and accurately convey to us
how Bnei Yisrael experienced Har Sinai.

Addressing Philosophical Issues Raised by This
Approach

The above approach offers a satisfying and compelling
interpretation of the midrash, but still leaves open the question of
how it was fair for God to give Bnei Yisrael the Torah in a context in
which they had no choice but to accept it. Why did God choose to
give the Torah at a time and in a context in which Bnei Yisrael did
not genuinely have free will?

Perhaps the reason God gave Bnei Yisrael the Torah when they
were a young nation not yet walking steadily or confidently on their
own two feet was that God wanted to raise Bnei Yisrael as His nation
committed to the Torah from their infancy, when ideas are most
deeply ingrained in one’s consciousness. Had God waited until the
nation had grown stronger and more independent, even had they
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then willingly accepted the Torah, it would not have become as
embedded in the fiber of their being. Just as parents begin teaching
their children Shema before they can hardly speak, God gave His
children the Torah before they were fully formed so that Torah
would be part of their very essence, intertwined with their earliest
national memories. In addition, God’s goal was for the Torah to
guide Bnei Yisrael’s growth and development as a nation. Had He
allowed them to first fully develop and only then given them the
Torah, they would have developed as a nation without Torah values
and laws. Torah would forever have remained an external
imposition on them rather than a fully integrated part of their
national psyche and ethos.”

In addition, just as children often must be forced into doing
essential activities such as brushing teeth, bathing, and eating, Bnei
Yisrael, as a brand-new nation, were like young children who
initially had to be forced into accepting the Torah. Just like children
though, Bnei Yisrael also eventually matured and were able to accept
and fulfill the Torah of their own volition, no longer having to be
forced by a watchful God to ensure they do the right thing.

Returning to the question presented by the Gemara - if Bnei
Yisrael were forced to accept the Torah, then doesn’t that give them
a way out of their commitment - the answer given in the Gemara is
that Bnei Yisrael came to willingly accept the Torah at the time of
Purim. What does the Gemara mean by this?

Purim is the first historical experience described as a hidden
miracle. Purim involves not only appreciating and seeing God when
God is hidden, but it was also the first holiday that was not Biblically
or prophetically ordained. Instead, Purim was instituted by
Rabbinic authority and embraced by the people. According to Rabbi

% This is Rabbanit Dena Rock’s idea.
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Helfgot, Esther 9:19 teaches that Purim was “a grassroots initiative
on the part of the people”:

VY NPIIR DY DR DOVY MIIDN P DAV DTIAN DTN 120V
NPV WIR NN NHYYN 20 DN ANV ANNY TR WINY

That is why village Jews, who live in unwalled towns, observe
the fourteenth day of the month of Adar and make it a day of

merrymaking and feasting, and as a holiday and an occasion for
26

sending gifts to one another (Esther 9:19)

In this way, Matan Torah and Purim are opposites of each other:
Matan Torah is described in the Torah (and is the Torah), it is a neis
galui (open, revealed miracle), and it is God-driven, while Purim is
de-Rabbanan, a neis nistar (hidden miracle), and a grassroots
movement by the people.

At Matan Torah, Bnei Yisrael were deemed sufficiently
autonomous to be commanded but not yet at the level of making
correct decisions on their own. But their continuation of keeping the
mitzvot and growing in their Torah observance even when they
could not feel God’s presence anymore - such as during the Purim
story - gave retroactive meaning to their previous, less mature
commitment to Torah observance. This is comparable to how before
reaching the age of bar or bat mitzva, many children keep halacha
simply because that is what they grew up with. However, if they
continue to keep halacha once they are old enough to make an
independent decision, it gives retroactive meaning to their former,
less mature commitment to halachic observance. So too, Purim - the
creation of the first de-Rabbanan chag - is like the national bar mitzva
of Bnei Yisrael. Bnei Yisrael got past the stage of constantly needing
to feel the nourishment of their parent, God, so that even when He
became completely hidden, Bnei Yisrael knew God was there and

% Rabbi Nathaniel Helfgot, “Purim: From the Grassroots Up,”
https:/ /download.yutorah.org/2018 /1053 / Purim_To-Go_-
_5778_Rabbi_Helfgot.pdf
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continued doing the right thing - remain committed to Torah - of
their own mature independent volition.

Conclusion

Initially, this paper began with the question of what the famous
midrash on Shemot 19:17 could possibly mean when it says that God
held Har Sinai over Bnei Yisrael’s heads at Matan Torah. I chose this
question to research because I wanted to understand why the
midrash would provide an explanation that did not seem rooted in
the peshat of the text, that created morally troubling issues, and that
diminished the beautiful imagery of what I thought the idyllic
Matan Torah experience must have been like. Through researching
different approaches to understanding this midrash, however, I have
come to appreciate the brilliance of Chazal’s midrashic interpretation
of the Shemot text.

Though I was initially troubled by the fact that the midrash does
not seem to fit the peshat of the text, by analyzing the usage of the
word nnnn elsewhere in Tanach, it became clear that by choosing
this unusual word, God Himself is hinting at the idea of Bnei Yisrael
standing “underneath the mountain” in some way.

Regarding my initial frustration that Chazal were adding an
ethically disturbing element to the should-be-picturesque Matan
Torah story, we saw that it was actually Chazal’s extreme sensitivity
to Bnei Yisrael’s emotions that led them to this imagery. Rather than
undermining our picture of Matan Torah, Chazal used this midrash to
give us a richer and more thoughtful understanding of Bnei Yisrael’s
experience at that foundational event.

It was heartening to discover that the questions I asked had
already been pondered by numerous parshanim who came before
me. Clearly, the midrashic interpretation of the mountain suspended
over the people’s heads was troubling for many others as well, and
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it was fascinating to see how the various parshanim interpreted it,
ranging from distinguishing between Torah she-be-al peh and Torah
she-bichtav, to viewing coercion in this case as a positive, to
explaining that Bnei Yisrael actually did accept the Torah willingly
and only had to be forced when the intimidating features of Matan
Torah terrified them. Overall, my exploration of this midrash has
significantly deepened my appreciation of Chazal, of midrash, of our
parshanim, and of Matan Torah.
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Not A Laughing Matter:
Understanding »nx in the

Torah
Hadassah Reich

What does the word “pnx” mean in the Torah? The first word
that comes to mind, at least for me, is “laughter.” However, there
are stories in Chumash where this translation doesn’t seem to fit. For
example, the very first instances in which laughter appears in the
Torah are when Avraham and Sarah find out that Sarah will give
birth to a son. Even though they are told separately, they both react
by laughing.! Yet, we see Hashem’s reaction to each is entirely
different - He rebukes Sarah® yet expresses no displeasure with
Avraham. This highlights that from the very first time “laughter”
appears in the Torah, it is a complex word with numerous facets.

Additionally, the shoresh p.n.% is not only used after hearing good
news as in Avraham and Sarah’s case. It also appears when Lot
gives his sons-in-law horrible news regarding the impending
destruction of Sedom.? Furthermore, Hashem commands Avraham
to name his child pn¥,' presumably bearing positive connotations,
but Yishmael is later kicked out of the house for being a pnxn,’
which clearly must indicate bad behavior. It's the exact same shoresh

Hadassah was mentored by Rabbanit Dena Rock.

! Avraham: Bereishit 17:17. Sarah: Bereishit 18:12.
? Bereishit 18:13-14.

® Bereishit 19:14.

* Bereishit 17: 19.

® Bereishit 21:9-10.
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in both instances, yet it seems impossible to translate it the same
way in these two polar opposite contexts.

We see that the translators themselves are split on how to
understand this word. They translate p.n.¥ differently, both across
cases, and often even in the same instance. For example, besides for
to laugh, p.n.X has been translated as comedian,® jests,” playing,® dally,’
make merry,"® mock," acting lasciviously,” and more. Since translation
is a form of interpretation, clearly, the root “pnx” is a complex one

that requires exploration.

In all of Chumash, the root p.n.¥ appears thirteen times (not
including the name Yitzchak). Twelve of the thirteen are found in
Sefer Bereishit and nine of those are found within the space of five
perakim, Bereishit 17-21. There is clearly something significant about
the meaning of p.n.¥ and the role it plays in the storylines that
surround it. Their proximity to each other shows that these
individual narratives are more intertwined than we might have
thought and can be appreciated more deeply when analyzed
together.

Let’s look into each case, starting with Avraham:

Bereishit 17 opens with Hashem appearing to Avram at the age
of 99, and revealing to him some critical information. First, Hashem
changes Avram’s name to Avraham and describes the covenant that
will always exist between Him and Avraham’s children, signified

® Chabad.org on Bereishit 19:14.
7 Sefaria.org on Bereishit 19:14.
¥ Sefaria.org on Bereishit 21:9.

° Sefaria.org on Bereishit 39:14.
' Chabad.org on Shemot 32:6.

" Alhatorah, Bereishit 39:14.

2 Alhatorah.org Bereishit 21:9.
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by brit mila.” Then, He changes Sarai’s name to Sarah, paralleling
Avraham’s name change, and immediately after, informs Avraham
of the child he is destined to have through Sarah. In response,
Avraham falls on his face and laughs."
0 MIYDRY T NIYNRG 1390 1393 I9RN PRYN 1IZHY DPIIR K87
TN MY DyYn

Abraham fell on his face and laughed, as he said to himself, “Can
a child be born to a man a hundred years old, or can Sarah bear
a child at ninety?” (Bereishit 17:17).

After laughing, Avraham seems to plead for Yishmael’s life - 1>
719% e HrYNW.” Then God repeats to Avraham that Sarah will
have a son." Additionally, God instructs Avraham to name the son
Yitzchak. God’s reaction here to Avraham’s laughter is very
different than the one He will have to Sarah’s.

In the very next perek, perek 18, we see Sarah react in the same
way as Avraham to the same news. The men/angels come to visit
Avraham after his brit mila. During their visit they announce that

" The juxtaposition here between the brit mila and the news of Yitchak is very
interesting. It's certainly not accidental that the mitzva and symbol of the
Jewish people’s covenant with Hashem is directly followed by the first
Israelite son to be included in Avraham’s line of succession. And even more
telling, he is the first to have a brit mila at the prescribed age and time.

' Bereishit 17:17.

'® Bereishit 17:18.

' After Avraham laughs out of shock, Hashem reassures him, by stating for a
second time that Sarah will have a son. This time Hashem even includes his
future son’s name, Yitzchak, making the miracle more real or digestible for
Avraham. More importantly perhaps, God is even capturing laughter itself in
their son’s very name; there must be something positive or significant about
laughter.
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Sarah will have a son. Sarah hears from inside the tent and laughs,
as the pasuk says:

12T 3TRY NITY PN MY ANR IDR? 1213 MY pHYm

And Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “Now that I've lost the
ability, am I to have enjoyment—with my husband so old?”
(Bereishit 18:12).

Subsequently, Hashem asks Avraham why Sarah laughed:

PIIRY IR TR DIAR RO TDRY NTY NPNY N NH7 DIIIRIR N IR
Then 'n said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall I
in truth bear a child, old as I am?’” (Bereishit 18:13).

What are we supposed to understand from this interaction? First,
we must backtrack to Avraham in perek 17. Regarding Avraham,
most mefarshim explain that his laughter was a display of joy or
amazement. For example, Ramban" says Avraham’s reaction is an
expression of happiness: “Whoever sees a favorable unusual event
in one’s life rejoices to the point where ‘his mouth is filled with
laughter.”” R. Yosef Bechor Shor® explains that it is a form of
acknowledgement to be happy and laughing, so Avraham falling on
his face, bowing, and laughing is all showing that he believed
Hashem. Rashbam" simply says “nnw»”, meaning he was happy.

Now, let’s see how the mefarshim understand Sarah’s laughter. In
perek 18 pasuk 12, Onkelos® translates NI® ppym as MY nam,
meaning, Sarah laughed. However, Onkelos’s translation of pnx»
by Avraham is »m, indicating joy.” Many later mefarshim pick up
on this subtle difference between laughter and joy. Rashi says we
derive from this distinction that Avraham believed the news would

7 Ramban on Bereishit 17:17.

8 R. Yosef Bechor Shor on Bereishit 17:17, s.v. PNRN 119 HY DNIAR Y1an
¥ Rashbam on Bereishit 17:17, s.v. pns»n

* Targum Onkelos on Bereishit 18:12.

* Targum Onkelos on Bereishit 17:17.
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come true and was happy, while Sarah did not believe and laughed
in a mocking way; therefore, Hashem was angry with Sarah and not
with her husband.? Furthermore, Radak® comments on the same
pasuk that Avraham rejoiced in his heart, according to Onkelos’s
translation, and was not derisive. However, Radak* explains that
Sarah laughed sarcastically to herself. Essentially what the
mefarshim are consistently saying is that Avraham’s laughter was
positive and joyous, while Sarah’s was negative and derisive.

What the mefarshim are trying to explain by saying that each
laugh had different connotations is how it could be that Hashem
rebukes only one act of laughter among two seemingly identical
laughing events; Avrhaham and Sarah both hear the same news,
they both make comments about their ages, and they both laugh.
Therefore, the commentators try to explain God’s different
responses by explaining that even though their reactions appear
identical, they came from very different places. Avraham’s laughter
expressed joy and belief, while Sarah’s conveyed mocking and
disbelief. Despite the common interpretations that Avraham’s
laughter was positive and Sarah’s was negative, I recently heard a
different and novel interpretation from Rav Eitan Mayer” that I find
very compelling.

Rav Eitan's chiddush completely flips our previous
understanding on its head. According to his approach, Hashem
wasn’t angry at Sarah’s laughter or her supposed disbelief. What He
was angry about was that she didn’t already know this information.
This is to say, Hashem wasn’t angry with Sarah at all; He was angry
with Avraham for not sharing the wondrous news with Sarah of her

2 Rashi on Bereishit 18:12.
» Radak on Bereishit 17:17.
* Radak on Bereishit 18:12.
¥ At his Shabbat table.
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pending motherhood when he was first told about it after his brit
mila, long before the angels” arrival. There are two main proofs for
this interpretation.

First, after Sarah laughs, God does not rebuke her or speak
directly to her at all. Rather, Hashem turns to Avraham and asks
him: Why did Sarah laugh?* When Hashem asks characters in
Tanach questions, it isn't because He doesn’t know the answer.
Rather, it is a cue that the character did something wrong, and God
is giving them an opportunity to own up to it. For example, when
Hashem asks Adam “n2’R”* after he ate from the forbidden Tree of
Knowledge, He obviously knows where Adam is. Avraham is in the
same situation. When Hashem turns to him and says, “Why did
Sarah laugh?” it is not because He doesn’t know why. He knows she
is surprised, as surprised as Avraham was when he laughed.
Instead, He was giving Avraham the opportunity to apologize for
not relaying the news to his wife. The problem was not in the nature
of her laughter; rather, it was that she was surprised enough to
laugh in the first place. Avraham was expected to have shared this
amazing news with his wife, yet he failed to do so. And since
Avraham didn't do it, Hashem sent messengers to do it for him. This
leads us into our second proof.

The messengers that came to relay the news must have actually
been there for Sarah.* This is mainly clear from the fact that
Avraham already knew the information that they came to convey.
Avraham had already been told that Sarah would have a son from
God Himself in the previous perek when he received his name

* The indirect questioning cannot be reasoned away by saying that Hashem
simply didn’t talk to Sarah because she wasn’t worthy of receiving prophecy
or of being in conversation with Him since Masechet Megilla 14a explicitly
names her as a prophetess among six other female prophetesses.

¥ Bereishit 3:9.

% This is a complete 180 degree turn from our initial understanding!
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change and the mitzva of brit mila. Clearly the purpose of God’s
messengers cannot be just to tell Avraham something he already
knows.” Additionally, immediately prior to revealing their big
news about the pending birth, the anashim ask Avraham where
Sarah is, and it is only after he responds that she is in the tent,
presumably within earshot, that they reveal the news of her future
son. The sequence of events is striking, as they only tell Avraham
after ascertaining that Sarah is within hearing distance. Thus, we
can see that their true objective is to inform Sarah, not Avraham.
With this understanding, it is clear that Avraham and Sarah’s laughs
are not inherently different at all. It is the fact that Sarah laughs, i.e.
is surprised, that is the root of God’s anger.

I believe we can carry Rav Eitan’s chiddush a step further. What
makes God so angry is not simply Avraham’s failure to relay a
message but that his failure to do so reflects a terrible insensitivity
on his part towards his wife. If Avraham had been truly sensitive to
Sarah’s pain of barrenness, he would have run to share with her the
news that she would soon have a child. The fact that he does not do
so, and that instead, God has to send angels to inform her, reflects a
painful callousness on Avraham’s part, and THAT is what God is
rebuking him for. When God plies Avraham with the question: Why
did Sarah laugh? what God is really asking him is: Why is she
surprised - How could you not have immediately run to share this
wonderful news with her and put an end to her pain? How could
you have been so insensitive?

The disconnect between Avraham and Sarah is supported by
another surprising element in the narrative. After Hashem informs

* Perhaps they also serve to reiterate to Avraham that he will have to give his
first son up eventually. Since he wasn’t able to accept letting go of Yishmael
yet at the time Hashem told him about Yitzchak, perhaps the anashim came
back to reiterate that it would eventually have to happen.
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Avraham of Sarah’s upcoming pregnancy, Avraham pleads for his
other son’s life - “1a% 7m YRYNWY W - “If only Yishmael might live
before you!”* This seems to indicate that Avraham was content with
the son he already had through Hagar, Sarah’s maidservant. He had
the security of a lineage through Yishmael, and it seems that
Avraham was fine for his future to go through him. He seems to be
saying, “Thanks, but I already have a child, Yishmael. Why can’t he
be the one to carry on my legacy?” Avraham seems oblivious to the
fact that even though he already has a child, his beloved wife Sarah
does not. Instead of displaying jubilation for Sarah that she would
finally be able to have a child, Avraham’s instinctive response is to
fight for the child he already has.

In addition to reflecting a lack of sensitivity for Sarah, the fact
that Avraham’s response is to plead for Yishmael indicates that
Avraham is not as overjoyed as the mefarshim explain him to be.
There is a part of him that is distressed over what this news means
for his son, Yishmael. In addition, if Avraham were purely thrilled,
wouldn’t he have run to tell Sarah and focus on this future miracle
child rather than on Yishmael? Thus, Avraham’s hesitancy over
Yishmael combined with him not telling Sarah, shows that even if
Avraham is happy, it is not a simple or complete happiness.

This conclusion, that Avraham’s immediate response is not
necessarily pure joy, teaches us a critical insight regarding laughter:
We tend to identify laughter with happiness, and we saw that the
mefarshim did the same. The fact that Avraham is not overjoyed at
this news yet still laughs demonstrates that laughter in the Torah
does not necessarily signify happiness.

So what then does p.n.% mean? Let’s take a step back and analyze
what exactly leads to Avraham and Sarah laughing: Both Avraham

% Bereishit 17:18.
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and Sarah focus on their advanced ages. The significance of their
age is that the news they are given is not just highly improbable but
physically impossible without Divine intervention. That
impossibility makes the news shocking. We generally associate
laughter with happiness, but here, from the very first time we are
introduced to tzchok in the Torah, we see that it signifies amazement
and shock. More than happiness, what laughter expresses is
surprise. It is a reaction to something unexpected, something
miraculous, something unbelievable.” That unexpected news might
generate happiness but not necessarily. Thus, laughter in the Torah
can signify happiness, but it is much more complex.”

This complex aspect of p.n.¥ that is rooted in Avraham and
Sarah’s laughter will continue to be explored and seen throughout
the rest of the laughter narratives in the Torah.

Now, let’s look at how the root ».n.% connects three seemingly
separate narratives and characters: Lot, Sarah, and Yishmael.

First, we have the story of Lot and his family escaping Sedom as
it's being destroyed. Prior to their great escape, the anashim come to
warn Lot that his city will be decimated, and so he must leave with
all his household. However, when Lot relays this message to his

*' Tt is interesting to me that here the unexpected news is that Sarah will get
pregnant and have a son, and in colloquial terms when someone is pregnant
we say that they are “expecting.”

* This understanding of laughter also works with the traditional understanding
explained earlier that God gets angry at Sarah for laughing but not at
Avraham for having the seemingly identical reaction because her laughter
signified disbelief, while Avraham’s expressed joy. It fits with the notion that
laughter represents something unexpected and miraculous but not
necessarily happy. Since it is unexpected, some people will believe and will
laugh with joy (Avraham) while others won't and will laugh with disbelief
(Sarah).
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sons-in-law, they don’t react as we might have expected someone
who is given a chance to flee destruction would.
23 NIN DIPRDTNINE IMP INRN PRIT DY MInDoR 1271 vIY R¥N
ION PP PRYRI NN VYR ‘N nNYn

So Lot went out and spoke to his sons-in-law, who had married
his daughters, and said, “Up, get out of this place, for ' is about
to destroy the city.” But it seemed to his sons-in-law that he was
joking (Bereishit 19:14).

What does metzachek mean here? In the peshat, we understand
that his sons-in-law thought Lot was only joking. Some translations
render it that they thought Lot was being a comedian® or that he
was jesting.*

The Biur Yashar says, D23 DPR V71TV pnxXn WX ) - Like a joking
man whose words are nothing.”® Rabbi David Zvi Hoffmann writes,
,PINXY DPYYI PR VIV M2TY MR PPORD TN N WNRD XYY Non
RNYY1 0M17Y - Since they did not believe in divine judgment, Lot's words
were in their eyes a joke, mere words. From the various translations
and interpretations, we can see that it's ambiguous whether Lot’s
sons-in-law think Lot is making a joke or the sons-in-law see Lot as
a joke. Either way, all of these translations agree that the point is not
that Lot was particularly funny, but rather that he was not taken
seriously. Even people close to him don’t believe him, which ends
up being their downfall as they are not saved from their city’s
destruction. The Bechor Shor makes exactly this point saying, “They

737

assumed he was a fool because they did not believe.

The details of Lot’s story here serve two purposes. First, they
further the point we already began to develop by Avraham and

* Chabad.org

* Sefaria.org

% Sefaria.org, Biur Yashar on Bereishit 19:14.
% Rav David Zvi Hoffman on Bereishit 19:14.
% Bechor Shor on Bereishit 19:14.
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Sarah that tzchok is not a sure sign of happiness, but rather a signal
of something unexpected coming. The circumstances surrounding
the word “metzachek” here are clearly negative, as they relay the
news of Sedom’s impending eradication. Not only is it negative, it’s
completely unexpected and unbelievable; the inhabitants were not
anticipating their homes to be burned to the ground with them
inside.

In both the stories of Avraham/Sarah and Lot, p.n.x is used to
describe surprising and unpredictable events. More specifically, the
characters in both episodes are either giving or receiving news and
the reaction to the news is manifested in a form of tzchok.”* However,
the shoresh p.n.¥ is just one parallel among many in these narratives.
For example, in the opening scenes, both Avraham and Lot are
described as sitting outside their houses, Avraham at the opening of
his tent and Lot at the gate of his city. Second, they both bow when
seeing the approaching men. Lastly and most obvious to the reader,
they both practice hachnasat orchim, welcoming guests.

Despite their similarities, it is their differences that are begging
to be explored. Avraham/Sarah and Lot are literally opposites in
terms of life and death. Avraham/Sarah are receiving news of their
miraculously forthcoming child (life); Lot is receiving news of the
complete and utter destruction of his city and everyone in it (death).
The news that an infertile couple will have a baby is just as
unexpected as the news that one’s whole world will be destroyed.
Whether it’s life or death, good news or bad, tzchok is the instinctive
reaction to broken bounds of expectations.

% This isn't surprising. We see from Sarah and Avraham that this is a way of reacting
to shocking, almost unbelievable news. And that's exactly why Lot is called a
mitzachek- because his sons-in-law do not believe him. However, he is called a
ki-mitzachek because he was, as we know, telling the truth.
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Lot’s narrative’s second purpose leads us into the next place
tzchok is found in the Torah: Sarah (again). His and Sarah’s
narratives when studied together can be understood as a prelude
for Yishmael's expulsion. However, I'm going to leave their
combination here for a moment and first focus solely on Sarah in
Perek 21.

3927 YRI NIYY N YN PR TYRI NIV TR TR M
Hashem remembered Sarah as He had said and Hashem did for
Sarah as He had spoken (Bereishit 21:1).

It's very clear that this pasuk is a continuation from the first
narrative we saw, because the prophecy that Sarah will have a child
is finally being fulfilled by Hashem. In fact, in the very next pasuk,
Sarah conceives and gives birth to a baby boy. After this, Avraham
names the son Yitzchak and gives him a brit mila. Then we are told:

PPNy YRYIDD DPOR ° Ny phy MY nRm
Sarah said, “God has brought laughter to me, all who hear will
laugh with me!” (Bereishit 21:6).

In many ways, what Sarah says here is a reference back to her
previous experience with laughter and brings that storyline full
circle. If we follow the traditional understanding that Sarah’s
laughter was negative and was therefore rebuked by Hashem, her
mentioning laughter here in a positive way can be seen as a tikkun
(corrective). She has learned her lesson, and laughter in her life is no
longer symbolic of derisiveness; rather, it signifies joy and the son
she has just given birth to.

Many mefarshim, in fact, see this pasuk as something extremely
positive. For example, Targum Onkelos writes, “Sarah said,
‘Hashem has given me gladness. All who hear will rejoice with

12

me.”” Rashi says similarly that this pasuk means others will rejoice
on Sarah’s account. He adds a midrash that when Hashem

remembered Sarah and gave her a child, He also gave other barren
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women children, healed the sick, and answered prayers. All of these
things, of course, led to great celebration and joy.

However, how does this pasuk fit into the larger scheme of what
p.n.% means? Initially, when comparing the narratives where the
root p.N.X appears, this pasuk seems to interrupt the comparison of
two similar characters, Lot and Yishmael. As we have already seen,
Lot is called “pnxn3” in perek 19, and Yishmael (as we will see soon)
is called a “pnx¥n” just 2 chapters later, in perek 21. In between these
2 instances of pnxn, the pasuk cited above involving Sarah and
laughter appears. What is Sarah doing in the middle? It seems that
the reference to Sarah and laughter in perek 21 pasuk 6, is not just a
satisfying conclusion to the narrative surrounding her previous
laughter. It is also a way to understand a whole new story we
haven’t analyzed yet: Why Yishmael gets kicked out.

In perek 21 pasuk 10, Sarah tells Avraham to cast out Hagar and
her son Yishmael. What could possibly warrant this seemingly cruel
banishment directed by Sarah? Let’s backtrack and take a look at the
sequence of events in this perek. First, Hashem remembers Sarah.
She conceives, gives birth to Yitzchak, and Avraham gives him a brit
mila.” Then, Sarah makes her p.n.¥ proclamation about her new
miracle child.” In between this pasuk and the next, Yitzchak grows
up: pRYrnR Ymn 012 5T NRYNDNIIR VYN 030 1220 Y1n- The child
grew and was weaned, and Avraham made a big feast on the day Yitzchak

% Sefer Bereishit 21:1-4.

* Following this, Sarah makes another comment that bears significance: Pasuk
7:vIp1Y 12 ORTID NIV D2 NP DDNARY Y9N N IRM - She said, "Who would
have said to Avraham, 'Sarah will nurse sons!' Yet, I have born a child to him in his
old age!” Yet again, there is this sense of disbelief in the tzchok narrative.
However, here, instead of the disbelief coming from the subject itself (Sarah),
it's referring to Sarah’s concern that others won't believe she had a baby in her
old age.
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was weaned. Immediately after this, we are told one (and only one)
depiction of Yishmael:

:PMYR BNIIRY NTPTIVR IIYRD MIIINR NI XYM

Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne
to Abraham, making merry*/acting lasciviously*/playing*
(Bereishit 21:9).

In the very next pasuk Sarah tells Avraham to kick Yishmael out:
oY MR NPRDTE WY KD 0D MIITINY IRID NPRD W) DIIIRY I0RM
PNRIY 31

She said to Avraham, "Cast out this handmaid and her son,
because the son of this handmaid shall not inherit with my son,
with Yitzchak”* (Bereishit 21:10).

The word “pnxn” is clearly the key to understanding why Sarah
feels that Yishmael cannot be allowed to remain in the house since
she demands that Avraham banish him in the very next verse. Yet
it is the most ambiguous word in the pasuk. So much so, that the
translation of it is extremely varied among different sources,
ranging from “playing” to “acting lasciviously,” as I noted above.
Defining this word is crucial to understanding the characters of
Yishmael and Sarah and the events that transpire surrounding
them, and yet its meaning is elusive. What exactly was Yishmael
doing? Why is Sarah kicking him out? Is Sarah overreacting or does
pnxn connote some kind of evil behavior?

The mefarshim help fill in the gaps as to what pnxn means and
why Yishmael was kicked out. However, there are several
complexities that they face when trying to understand and interpret

* Bereishit 21:8.
* Chabad.org

* Alhatorah.org
* Sefaria.org

* Alhatorah.org
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Yishmael's wrongdoing. For example, they must stay true to what
P.n.% means in other places. At the same time, this instance must be
interpreted as extremely negative, or else Sarah wouldn't have a
good reason for kicking him out. And we know God even takes
Sarah’s side in Yishmael's exile because He tells Avraham to listen
to her, as pasuk 12 says:
IBRA YR 99 TRRIYY WITHY TP YITIR DITIRDR DR 08
DI 7 KR ORI P AP YRY MY P28

God said to Avraham, "Do not be troubled regarding the boy and
your handmaid. All that Sarah says to you, listen to her voice,
because it is through Yitzchak that your offspring will be
renowned.”*

I believe the question must be emphasized: What could a child
possibly do so wrong that could justify him being banished from his
home?

Targum Onkelos says that Yishmael was mocking, “nn,”¥ The
Targum Yerushalmi says:

And Sarah observed the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she
bore to Abraham, mocking with a strange worship, and bowing
toit.”*

This commentary is not the only one to suggest idolatry as the
impetus for Yishamel's banishment. Rashi identifies pnxn as
referring to the three cardinal sins: idolatry, sexual immorality, and
murder:

NP 93 TIYH R™T (27 MINWY) PNXY NP IRIY NI T (1Y) .pnxn
71910 RY IMIP? 0D ,NTIYT 1YY R™T (o"‘; TYURI) 2 vnx':v RDYNT NN
X ININY NG Y PRY DY 110 WNY,(2 2 YRINY) "1 11295 PPN

RIINT NN , 008N 92 ﬂjm YR ‘mm N7V DRYPY 0NV 29 bom 7102
(179 '9wn) IR PNYN KON INRY N DR NP0 AYNINND

“ Alhatorah.org
¥ Targum Onkelos, Bereishit 21:9.
8 Targum Yerushalmi, Bereishit 21:9.
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This means worshiping idols, as it is said in reference of the
Golden Calf, (Exodus 32:6) "And they rose up to make merry
(pnx%)." Another explanation is that it refers to immoral conduct,
just as you say in reference to Potiphar's wife, (Genesis 39:17) "To
mock (pnx¥Y) at me." Another explanation is that it refers to
murder, as (2 Samuel 2:14) "Let the young men, I pray thee, arise
and make sport (*3pnwn) before us" (where they fought with and
killed one another). From Sarah's reply - "for the son of this
bondwoman shall not be heir with my son" - you may infer that
he (Yishmael) was quarreling with Yitzchak about the
inheritance, saying, "I am the first-born and will, therefore, take
a double portion." They went into the field and he (Yishmael)
took his bow and shot arrows at him (Yitzchak), just as you say
(Proverbs 26:18-19) "As a madman who casts firebrands, [arrows
and death] and says: I am only pn¥n / mocking" (Genesis
Rabbah 53:11).%

The fact that Rashi is looking for other appearances of this word
and applying what it means in those contexts to Yishmael is proof
for how unclear the word is here. We do not know what it means
here, so we have to look elsewhere and apply what it means there
back to Yishmael. It is telling that p.n.% appears in the context of all
three of the biggest sins in Judaism, the only three which one must
die rather than violate.”

Another important aspect brought up in this Rashi is the element
of inheritance. Several other mefarshim provide interpretations
based on the significance of inheritance as well. For example,
Rashbam says:

¥ Oftentimes, in Biblical Hebrew the letters ¥ and w are interchangeable. Therefore,
the words prign and yprw are etymologically tied.

% Rashi, Bereishit 21:9.

5! Sanhedrin 74a.
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Since he [Yishmael] was already full grown, she [Sarah] did not
want him to stay around anymore, lest he attempt to claim a
share of his father's inheritance along with Yitzchak.”

On a different note, Shadal says that Yishmael was mocking
Sarah and Avraham’s happiness because they would die before
Yitzchak would grow up and Yishmael would consequently inherit
everything. Ibn Ezra suggests that Yishmael was just acting how
boys generally act™ and Sarah was jealous because he was older than
her son Yitzchak.*

The contextual clue that leads several mefarshim to understand
the word metzachek as referring to inheritance is found in the very
next pasuk:

Y NINTD DRI WU P 73 MITIRY NRED NHRD W1 DR 0NM
PRITOY 231

She said to Avraham, "Cast out this handmaid and her son,
because the son of this handmaid shall not inherit with my son,
with Yitzchak.”® (Bereishit 21:10)

Since Sarah explicitly links her demand that Avraham banish
Hagar and Yishmael to her fear of Yishmael inheriting, it seems to

be peshat that inheritance is at least one of the motivators, if not the
primary motivator, for Yishamel’s exile.

*? Rashbam to Bereishit 21:9.

* I do not condone the “boys will be boys” mentality and justification. However,
it is not clear that Ibn Ezra means he was doing anything wrong; perhaps Ibn
Ezra means Yishmael was harmlessly playing the way boys generally do. If
so, this is very incriminating for Sarah - if Yishmael was harmlessly playing,
and Sarah banished him merely because she was jealous that he was older
than her son, that does not seem to reflect well on her.

* Perhaps this too has the theme of inheritance underlying it. The eldest is a
coveted role in biblical narratives and an extremely significant one because
this is the person who should theoretically be getting the inheritance.

* Bereishit 21:10; Alhatorah.org’s translation.
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But why is the word “metzachek” the one used, and what are we
supposed to understand from it? What is it doing here and how does
it influence the tzchok narratives that we have seen so far? As we saw
earlier, Rashi looks for other places p.n.% is used to make sense of
this mystery. However, in my humble opinion, I think we can find
answers in a place Rashi does not mention, Lot.

I believe the p.n.x we find by Yishmael is a callback to Lot and
that we can better understand Yishmael’s story by comparing these
two characters. When Lot tells his sons-in-law the news of the
impending destruction of Sedom, they view him as a pnxn.* They
think he is joking and they see him as someone who is taking on a
role that isn’t true to his situation. To the sons-in-laws, Lot is trying
to pose as some prophet of doom, trying to pass off as true that their
city will be destroyed when to them that is absurd. Lot is
“Kimetzachek” in his sons-in-laws” eyes, they view him only like a
comedian, because his news is so ridiculous to them that they find
him utterly unconvincing and don’t buy into his “role” or his
“prophecy” for a second. The irony, of course, is that in reality, Lot
is not a metzachek at all because he is actually telling the truth.

Turning to Yishmael, Bereishit 21:9 says that he is metzachek, not
just kimetzachek. Whatever it is that he is doing wrong, it doesn't
merely seem like he is doing it in Sarah’s eyes, he actually is doing it.
Through applying the definition of p.n.¥ gleaned from Lot to
Yishmael, we can understand that in some way Yishmael is acting
or trying to pass himself off as something he isn’t.

As we saw earlier, many of the mefarshim connect Yishmael's
misconduct to issues related to inheritance. For most of Yishmael's
life, it is safe to assume that Avraham’s family line will continue
through Yishmael. That is, until Yitzchak is born. More specifically,

% Bereishit 19:14.
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Yishmael’s fate of being the successor changes at the moment of the
very first instance of tzchok. Hashem informs Avraham that he will
have another son and Avraham reacts first by laughing and then by
pleading for Yishmael's life. Hashem reaffirms that Yishmael will
become a great nation, but Yitzchak will be the son through whom
the covenant with Hashem will be continued, i.e. Yitzchak will be
the continuation of Avraham’s legacy.

The idea of inheritance, even when referring specifically to the
material goods a child might receive, is widely symbolic of the
process of lineage and legacy; who stays in the narrative and who
gets written out. Therefore, there’s a lot on the line.

Hashem makes it clear that Yitzchak will be the next in line, not
Yishmael. By being metzachek, Yishmael is behaving in a way in
which he is attempting to usurp that role. In other words, he is
acting, playing, and pretending that he is the rightful successor, just
like Lot’s sons-in-law thought he was acting, playing, and
pretending that Sedom would be destroyed. Traditionally, the
double portion of inheritance and special blessing go to the
firstborn. Despite Yishmael being Avraham’s firstborn, it was not
his role to continue his father’s legacy. The firstborn not actually
reeiving “firstborn privileges” is a typical trope in Biblical
narratives. Esav, Reuven, and Menashe are all biologically
firstborns whose position is transferred to a younger brother. Once
again, the root of p.n.x¥ is signifying something unexpected because
we would expect the legacy to pass through Yishmael, the firstborn,
but it does not. And since Yishmael is threatening Yitzchak’s
eventual purpose, Sarah directs the order to kick him out.

Now we can go back and understand the significance of Sarah’s
earlier declaration in Bereishit 21:6:

TP YRYDYY DpYR 9 Ny phy”
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This declaration is only three pesukim prior to Sarah seeing Yishmael
being metzachek, leading her to demand his banishment. The close
juxtaposition of the same root of p.n.x appearing both by Sarah and
Yishmael strongly indicates that these two instances of p.n.x are
related to each other.

Earlier we translated Sarah’s declaration as:

“God has brought laughter to me, all who hear will laugh with
me!”
According to this interpretation, Sarah’s announcement signifies
pure happiness and joy as a tikkun for her prior problematic
laughter.

However, there is another way of reading the pasuk. Rav
Shimshon Refael Hirsch, for example, translates it as:

Sarah said, “God has made me a laughingstock, all who hear
will laugh at me.”

This reading is a complete 180 degree turn from how we
previously understood it. Instead of Sarah laughing in joy and
declaring that everyone will rejoice with her, according to this
interpretation, the pasuk means that Sarah feels that everyone is
laughing at her, mocking her. The Bechor Shor writes, “This is how
we understand [why] his name is Yitzchak, that people will laugh
at me, saying: Have you seen Sarah who gave birth at age ninety?”
As the subject of the most improbable event, Sarah sees herself as a
laughingstock, or at least is worried that others will.

An alternative but similar interpretation is that Sarah feels like a
laughingstock not because having a child at such an old age is
embarrassing, but because people might not believe that this child
is genuinely hers. After all, having a child at such an advanced age
is completely unheard of. This understanding would fall in line with
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the previous idea that tzchok is somehow intrinsically connected to
the element of disbelief.

Along the lines of this understanding, I would like to suggest my
own idea of an alternate way to interpret this pasuk. Instead of “-52
PNy YypWn” meaning “all those who hear will laugh with/at me,”
perhaps it could mean “all those who hear, Yitzchak li,” Yitzchak is
mine. Interpreting it this way would mean that Sarah wasn’t talking
about laughter at all, derisive or joyous; she was talking about the
person Yitzchak. Sarah is declaring in the face of all those who
disbelieve that Yitzchak is in fact her child.

Even though this way of reading the pasuk isn't standard, I think
it really fits the context of the perek. It is a direct message to Yishmael
(and everyone else) that Yitzchak is her legitimate, rightful child
with Avraham and that he will be the one to continue Avraham’s
legacy. Yishmael and Yitzchak are both Avraham’s sons, but
Yitzchak is strictly Sarah’s. Yishmael may be Avraham’s first-born,
but he is not the chosen one through whom Avraham's line will
continue. She, Sarah, is the defining factor for the lineage and
inheritance, as Hashem tells Avraham - Y71 32 X7’ phya ) - for it
is through Yitzchak that your offspring will be renowned.” This is
what she is declaring emphatically in perek 21 pasuk 6 when she
proclaims Y pn¥." She is not merely trying to stop humiliating
rumors by affirming that Yitzchak is truly her son despite her
advanced age. She is asserting that as Avraham's lone child through
her, Yitzchak, is Avraham's legitimate heir. Thus, when she sees
Yishmael threatening the fate of her family and Am Yisrael by trying
to step into the “next-in-line” role, she feels compelled to remove
him.

5 Bereishit 21:12.
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From Lot we derive a definition of metzachek that can be applied
to Yishmael: Yishmael is acting, pretending something is true when
itisn’t, knowingly leading someone else down the wrong road. And
from Sarah we learn the context in which it fits: Yitzchak’s spot in
Avraham’'s legacy.

The next instances of p.n.¥ are found in perek 26 and perek 39. The
first revolves around Yitzchak and Rivka, and the second around
Yosef and Potiphar’s wife. In both of these instances, unlike in the
earlier ones, p.N.X¥ carries a clear sexual connotation. This explains
why mefarshim insert sexual overtones into some of the earlier
instances of tzchok as well.

It’s clear to me that these two cases are meant to be studied in
light of each other for two reasons. One, because they both
illuminate the sexual side of the shoresh p.n.X, and two, because the
next example of tzchok after Yitzchak and Rivka is Yosef and Eshet
Potifar. What we have to figure out in these two cases is why the
specific root used is p.n.¥, what it adds to the narratives, and how
these narratives shed light on the other instances.

First, we find Yitzchak and Rivka living under Avimelech’s rule
in Gerar because there is a famine in Eretz Canaan. This perek is
extremely reminiscent of the section in Parashat Lech Lecha when
Avraham and Sarah go to Egypt due to a famine.” In both cases, the
wife is passed off as the sister in order to keep the husband’s life
safe. Then, the wife/“sister” is taken by the king and the husband’s
life is spared. However, there is a major difference between the two
stories that the reader would not expect. In the first instance, the one
involving Avraham and Sarah, Hashem sends a plague onto the
Egyptian king, as the pasuk says, “Hashem plagued Pharaoh and his

% Bereishit 12:10.
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household with great plagues because of Avram's wife, Sarai.””

Although it’s not clear how,” the plague informs Pharaoh that Sarah
is actually married because immediately after, he sends her back to
Avraham.” I want to point out how this compares to Yitzchak and
Rivka’s story: As opposed to Sarah and Avraham, it is glaringly
obvious how the King knows the true nature of Yitzchak and
Rivka's relationship.

R P00 T3 DAY T2 TR QYN DN DY 19737 05 O

ANYR ARIT DR PHED pNY? M

As his days there stretched on, Avimelech, king of the

Philistines, looked out the window and saw, and there was

Yitzchak playfully interacting®”/ jesting®/ fondling®/

sporting® with his wife, Rivka! (Bereishit 26:8).

Similar to the case of Yishmael, there is only one word
“metzachek” that tells us about the behavior and then we have to
piece it together using the context. However, unlike Yishmael, it is
obvious that metzachek here carries a sexual connotation because it
is the only way Avimelech would have figured out that Yitzchak
and Rivka are married. Many mefarshim including Rashi,®
Rashbam®” and Or Hachaim,* just to mention a few, explain it this
way.

* Bereishit 12:17.

® The mefarshim have different opinions regarding how Pharoah knew they
were married but I will not go into that here.

%' Bereishit 12: 19.

% alhatorah.org

® chabad.org

* sefaria.org

% jewishvirtuallibrary.org

% Rashi Bereishit 26:8:

INON YRWN INRT — TORIAR GPVN

% Rashbam Bereishit 26:8.

% Ohr Ha-chaim Bereishit 26:8.
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However, we are still left wondering why the Torah employs this
particular word when there are an array of other words that the
Torah usually uses to convey this meaning.” I would like to suggest
some potential explanations. First, the wordplay on Yitzchak’s own
name is significant. The wordplay of pny’ and phnen isn’t just a
linguistic aesthetic; it’s also a callback to the past uses of p.n.x. In my
opinion, seeing this wording here is a cue to evoke the memory of
both Sarah and Avraham’s laughter and shock before having their
miracle child. Since Yitzchak would never have been born without
clear Divine intervention, it’s as if every action, big or small, that he
does throughout his life is in itself a miracle and the word metzachek
carries that wondrous and miraculous connotation with it as well.

In addition, the association of p.n.x with unexpected surprises
also fits this context well. Clearly Avimelech was taken by surprise
when he discovered that Yitzchak and Rivka were in fact not
siblings: *nNHR HIOR PRI RN THYR MID TR VNN pHYy Tohar Kpn
RN - Avimelech called Yitzchak, and said, "But, behold, she is your wife!

79170

How did you say, 'She is my sister

I think we can learn more about the use of p.n.% here by studying
it in light of the narrative of Yosef and Potiphar’s wife, the next
instance in which this root appears.

In Bereishit Perek 39, Yosef begins his experience in Egypt
working in Potiphar’s house. Somehow, Yosef finds grace in his
master’s eyes, and moves up the chain of command until he
becomes the chief of staff. Potiphar trusts Yosef with everything he
owns, an unlikely event for Yosef who had started as a lowly

* The most common shoresh used by the Torah to connote marital intimacy is
2.7, - see for example Bereishet 4:1. Alternatively, the Torah employs the root
5.2 such as in Devarim 24:1, or .R.2 such as in Devarim 22:13, or .2.2.w such as
in Devarim 22:28.

7 Bereishit 26:9.
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servant. As it turns out, Potiphar isn’t the only one who favors
Yosef; Potiphar’s wife also takes an interest in him. She attempts to
seduce Yosef, but he refuses over and over again:
MRY NNNZ NZYR 397 2R YRYND) DY DY RIOR Mt i
As she spoke to Yosef day after day, he would not listen to her
to lie with her, to be with her (Bereishit 39:10).

Yosef is able to avoid her advances until one day, the house is
empty and Potiphar’s wife decides to take advantage of the
situation. Pasuk 12 says, “She caught him by his garment, saying,
‘Lie with me,” so he left his garment in her hand and fled and went
outside.” After this tense moment, Potiphar’'s wife makes a false
accusation:

N PRF? 2139 YR 1 X210 IR DR DN IORM ANI OWIRY Kipm
1T 21p3 RIP) TBY 29U N Na

And she called to the people of her house and said to them,
saying, "Look, he brought us a Hebrew man to mock us’/dally
with us”! He came to me to lie with me and I cried out in a loud

voice” (Bereishit 39:14).
Interestingly, Potiphar’s wife restates this allegation three
pesukim later, this time saying it to Potiphar directly.
POY? NP IRANIYR 2vD TIPD PRI IOR? NPND D2 P2 13T
SMYIND DR ZYR T2 2PN RIPR) 72Ip 7PN 00 02

She spoke to him like these things saying, "The Hebrew slave
that you brought came upon me to mock me”/dally with me!™
And when | raised my voice to cry out, he left his garment by me and
fled outside” (Bereishit 39:17-18).
The second time she makes a claim about what happened,
Potiphar’s wife omits the “"hy 13¥9” clause, creating an even

™ Alhatorah
7 Sefaria
7 Alhatorah
™ Sefaria

137



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

stronger focus on “pnyY.” Given that the repeated phrase is “pnyxY,”
there must be something more significant to it.

Several themes of p.n.x that we have seen previously reappear in
this example. First, as we have seen in the case of Yishmael's
banishment and possibly in the case of Sarah as well, the root p.n.x
does not always indicate happy laughter, but rather often carries a
negative connotation. Certainly, that is the case here where it is
being used to indicate adultery. In addition, many commentators
read sexual overtones into the Yishmael narrative, probably due to
the clear sexual connotation of p.n.¥ here in the Eshet Potiphar
incident. Additionally, the sexual immorality in this perek highlights
the sexual depravity in the story of Lot and Sedom. Starting with the
men of the city demanding that Lot hand over his guests to be
sodomized, continuing with Lot offering them his virgin daughters
instead, and ending with Lot’s daughters seducing and procreating
with their father, sexual immorality is clearly a central theme there.

Furthermore, the connection between tzchok and disbelief also
comes into play in the Yosef/Eshet Potiphar story. For example, the
Ohr Ha-chaim says on pasuk 17:

Potiphar did not believe his wife. Since the accuser was his own
wife, however, he had to make some gesture; otherwise his wife
would have been publicly discredited. This is why Potiphar did
not discipline Yosef nor have him executed, the normal penalty
for a slave who dared to aspire to the wife of his master.”

This is extremely important to the development of our
understanding of tzchok. We have seen many examples of tzchok

relating to disbelief and this instance is no exception. Not just that,
but this narrative’s theme of disbelief is compounded by Eshet

™ Ohr Ha-chaim on Bereishit 39:17.
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Potiphar’'s double statement. It is almost as if she is
overcompensating for the lie by repeating it to multiple audiences.

Even though it is interesting to note the recurring themes of
tzchok in this example, we still need to address the question of how
do these two cases of Yitzchak/Rivka and Yosef /Potiphar’s wife,
enhance our understanding of tzchok.

Yitzchak and Rivka and Yosef and Potiphar’s wife are parallel
cases joined by more than the shoresh p.n.8. Both stories start with a
change in location and introduce a low point in the protagonists’
lives. Yitzchak and Rivka settle in Gerar in the midst of a famine and
Yosef starts his journey in Egypt as a slave after his brothers sold
him.” Another interesting parallel is that the subject is described as
physically beautiful. In perek 26 pasuk 7, it says nxIn n2iv~2 NPTy
RN - on account of Rivka because she is beautiful, and in perek 39 pasuk
6, it says about Yosef that he is N1 N9 IRNNY? - well-built and good-
looking. Both of their physical appearances play a significant role in
the narratives. It even seems to be the sole reason for the eventual
fallout. In other words, Rivka’s beauty is the cause for Yitzchak’s
concern that Avimelech would kill him and take her, and Yosef’s
attractiveness is why Potiphar’s wife wants to be with him. As the
Bechor Shor writes, “That he was made chief of the house, his beauty
returned, and she lifted her eyes, and she set her eyes and her heart
upon him. Because Yosef was a handsome man.”” However, the
most obvious similarity linking the two narratives are the themes of
sexuality and sexual immorality.

7 They also both experience a “rise to the top.” Yitzchak: Yitzchak sowed in that
land, and he reaped in that year one hundredfold because Hashem had blessed him
(Bereishit 26:12). Yosef: Yosef found favor in his eyes and he served him; and he
appointed him over his house, and all he had he gave into his hand (Bereishit 39:4).

7 Bechor Shor on Bereishit 39:7.
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It is very clear that we learn from these cases that there can be a
sexual undertone embedded in the shoresh p.n.x. If this is so, why do
we need two examples to teach this? Surely, one of these stories
alone would have been sufficient to prove the sexual connotation of
the root p.n.%, since each story by itself doesn’t leave room for
ambiguity as to what p.n.¥ means in its context. I believe that there
are stark differences in these two cases that enhance our
understanding of tzchok. Just like Avraham/Sarah and Lot are
opposites in terms of life and death, Yitzchak/Rivka and Eshet
Potiphar/Yosef are opposites in terms of their respective
relationships. In the first instance, we have Rivka and Yitzchak, wife
and husband. In the second, we have Potiphar’s wife and Yosef, an
adulterous relationship. Even her name itself, “Eshet Potiphar,”
meaning Potiphar’s wife, clearly emphasizes that her identity is her
marriage to Potiphar, Yosef’s boss. More than that, there is a power
imbalance and they are in different social classes. These examples of
two polar opposite relationships that both include tzchok, highlights
the opposite sides of the spectrum that tzchok encompasses.

Once again, tzchok is not inherently good or bad; it contains both
possibilities at once. In this way, it is an apt word for referring to
sexuality, which is sometimes taboo and sometimes holy, all
depending on the context. One of the most fundamental values of
Judaism is to elevate the physical from mundane to sacred, and
sexuality is a prime example of this.

What is so powerful about these two examples is that the
suspected or potential sexual immorality never actually occurs. In
Rivka and Yitzchak’s story in perek 26, there are two potential acts
of sexual immorality. One is incest. When King Avimelech sees
Yitzchak and Rivka being metzachek, he is probably horrified
because they had claimed to be siblings. As Shadal writes on the
phrase "NWR NPa7 NR pnxn, “Engaging in acts of tenderness of the
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kind that no decent man would do with his sister.””” King
Avimelech therefore realizes that they are married, not siblings.

Consequently, the second type of sexual immorality, namely
adultery, comes into play. When King Avimelech realizes that they
are married, he says to Yitzchak:

DYR IPZY DRIN TNYURTIR DYD TR 259 vYNI N VDY NRINN

"What have you done to us! One of the people might have easily
lain with your wife and you would have brought guilt upon
us!"79

Avimelech is concerned that someone might have taken Rivka, a
married woman, which would have constituted adultery. In this one
instance of tzchok, there are two potential sexual immoralities, incest
and adultery, yet neither of them actually happens.

In the Yosef and Eshet Potiphar narrative, the sexual immorality
also doesn’t actually occur. Eshet Potiphar’s claim is false, as we
know from Yosef running out of the house instead of sleeping with
her.* However, according to Chazal, it was quite close to happening
and very well could have. Rashi quotes Sota 36b saying, “A vision
of his father's face [Yaakov] appeared to him and he resisted
temptation and did not sin.” At the height of temptation, just as
Yosef is about to succumb to Eshet Potiphar, he turns away and
chooses not to engage in an adulterous relationship.

Similarly, in the Yitzchak/Rivka narrative, it seems the sexual
immorality would have been close to transpiring if the King had not
looked out his window and seen Yitzchak and Rivka together.
Based on Avimelech’s reaction, it seems very likely that someone
would have taken Rivka if they hadn’t found out the true nature of

78 Shadal on Bereishit 26:8.
™ Bereishit 26:10.
8 Bereishit 39:12.
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their relationship. The main point in both of these narratives is that
sexual immorality comes very close to happening but ultimately
does not occur.

Combining these cases with what we have learned about p.n.»
from previous ones yields a fascinating insight. The previous
appearances of p.n.% revealed that this word signifies something
that breaks the bounds of expectation. In these two narratives, the
characters go right up to the line of sin, specifically the sin of sexual
immorality, yet they stay behind it rather than crossing. Maybe this
is the truly unexpected part.

This idea brings us to the final instance of .n.x in the Torah, and,
in my opinion, its downfall, where the characters involved do in fact
cross the line: The Golden Calf.

The infamous story of the Golden Calf begins in Sefer Shemot
Perek 32. It opens with the line:
1P VYR IR TAORDY DD Hhpn PR N2 NYH YYI™D DY N

AR PIRN PPN IR WRD NWH (1172 110199199 1WR DRYR NYIYY
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The people saw that Moshe was late in coming down from the
mountain, and the nation congregated on Aharon and said to
him, "Rise and make for us a god who shall go before us, because
this Moshe, the man who brought us up from the land of Egypt,
we do not know what has happened to him” (Shemot 32:1).

The story starts with Bnei Yisrael’s fear over not seeing Moshe
return when they had thought he would. They turn to their leader,
Aharon, who instructs them to bring him gold. Aharon collects the
gold, creates a molten calf, and declares a festival for Hashem to take
place the next day.* Shemot 32:6 states:

WP MNY) K7 YD 29N DY W 1Y RN mnpn v
pDYY

81 Shemot 32:2-5.
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They rose early the next day, and offered up burnt offerings and
brought forward peace offerings, and the people sat to eat and
to drink, and they rose to revel®/to make merry®/to dance.**

If it wasn’t obvious before, the context of serving idols makes it
crystal clear that p.n.% in this context is not good. Here, tzchok creates
an image of a wild wuncontrollable party. The common
understanding is that all of Aharon’s instructions are an effort to
push off the Jewish people’s idol worship in the hope that Moshe
would return before they would actually sin. For example, Rashi
says that the reason Aharon builds the altar himself is to delay the
people because a group can work much faster than an individual,
especially when the individual is intentionally trying to work as
slowly as possible.” Based on this interpretation, it seems here that
Aharon, similar to Yosef, is coming dangerously close to the line
between right and wrong. Aharon always intends to stay behind the
line. However, once the ball gets rolling, the nation devolves into a
mob mentality and Aharon can no longer control the situation.
Simply put, Bnei Yisrael take it just one step further to completely
cross the line and commit idolatry.

As always, we must ask, why does the Torah use specifically the
word “pny?”? What does it teach us about the meaning of p.n.8, and
what does it teach us about this narrative? As I mentioned before,
the appearance of p.n.% here paints a picture of some type of wild
and unruly gathering with people enjoying themselves, and this is
supported by translations such as “dance” and “revel.” Rashi
connects this pasuk to Potiphar’s wife and Shmuel Bet in Navi:

% Alhatorah.org
% chabad.org
% Sefaria.org

% Rashi Shemot 32:5:
onmINT® — Nam 121 - “He built an altar” - to stall them.
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pnxY - There is implied in this term besides idolatry also sexual
immorality - as we find the word used in (Genesis 39:17) "to
mock (pnxY) me" where unchastity is meant as is evident from
the context - and blood-shed, as it is said, (II Samuel 2:14) "Let
the young men arise and play (ypnw») before me; [and they
caught every one his fellow by the head and thrust his sword in
his fellows side]"- here, too, Hur was assassinated (Midrash
Tanchuma 3:9:20).%

It's not surprising that Rashi draws these comparisons here. We
saw previously that when Yishmael was mitzachek, Rashi related
that to the Golden Calf, Potiphar’s wife, and the same instance in
Shmuel Bet. The connection to sexual immorality is an important
idea that comes up in many different places because two of the p.n.x
appearances are in overtly sexual contexts, Yitzchak/Rivka and
Eshet Potifar/ Yosef. The fact that it is now appearing in an explicitly
idolatrous context indicates that there is a similarity between
adultery and idolatry, such that both can be conveyed by the same
word, p.n.¥. Both include a type of betrayal and rejection of loyalty.
To serve an idol is often compared to “cheating” on God.

Besides for sexual immorality, many other previous themes of
tzchok also reappear by the Golden Calf. For example, the element
of unexpectedness is very prevalent here. Bnei Yisrael just
experienced extraordinary miracles, such as the plagues in Egypt
and the sea splitting; they even saw God Himself at Har Sinai and
heard Him say, “Do not have any other gods besides for Me.” How
could they possibly serve an idol in light of these very recent events
where God’s presence was so clear?! I believe that tzchok appearing
here should be an alarming signal to the reader that something
shocking and unexpected is happening.

Besides these common themes, something new we can learn here
is that tzchok has an intense power to gather a group of people

% Alhatorah.org
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towards a common goal, whether for good or bad. It can manifest
as something like peer pressure or mob mentality. This is critical
because the Jewish people just became a unified nation at Har Sinai.
A large part of their new identity is how they will act and behave as
a nation.

The instances of p.n.¥ throughout the Torah carried us through a
timeline of Bnei Yisrael. A form of this word appeared for the first
time at the very formation of the nation and appeared last in
Chumash with the very first time they sinned as a nation.

We began our exploration of this shoresh with an infertile couple
long past the hopes of ever having a child together. Then, Avraham
and Sarah found out the astounding news that a baby was in their
near future and both responded with laughter. This miracle child
was named Yitzchak (by none other than God), capturing the
wondrous nature of his birth. Yitzchak became a pivotal moment,
the second generation, who by his very existence signified the
nation’s continuity. However, even after Yitzchak was born it
wasn’t clear that the nation’s legacy and inheritance would continue
through him. p.n.¥ introduced us to the person who left the legacy
behind (Lot) and the one who wrongly assumed it belonged to him
(Yishmael). Tzchock followed its namesake, Yitzchak, as he grew up,
facing trials and tribulations, such as navigating relationships in
foreign lands like Gerar. Through the examples of Yitzchak and
Rivka and Yosef and Eshet Potiphar, p.n.% took us through the
development of a nation’s identity. How do we act on an individual
level and in interpersonal relationships? And in the final occurrence,
that of the Golden Calf, how do we act on a national level,
specifically when we don’t feel God’s presence?

From my perspective, p.n.% highlights that we have two options
in life: We can laugh at, make fun of, mock, lie, take on a role that’s
not ours - by rejecting the very values we call ours: tzedek and
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mishpat.” Or, we can recognize the Divine hand behind surprising,
unexpected events and respond with positive laughter, joy, and
gratitude. We must learn to tap into all the power that is contained
within tzchok and put it towards something positive and productive.
This isn’t to say that it's easy. We saw damaging ways in which
tzchok is sometimes employed in Chumash, such as by Yishmael and
in the episode of Chet HaEgel. We all know how easy it is to fall into
the trap of cynicism and derisiveness, to laugh at others and put
them down in an attempt to build ourselves up. It takes a certain
strength to laugh, especially through adversity, so it's no surprise
that the attribute of gevura (strength) is attributed to Yitzchak,” the
very symbol of laughter and miracles.” So when our faith is on the
brink or we find ourselves in a challenging situation, we can
hopefully remember all of this, and find the strength to laugh.

To do this, we must keep in mind the roots of our lineage. We
must remember that the very first laughter in the Torah occurred
specifically when the prophecy of Yitzchak’s birth was revealed. In
that moment, Yitzchak became a metaphor for how unlikely and
thus how utterly miraculous it is that the Jewish nation came into
existence because his very birth, which is what enabled the
continuity of Avraham and Sarah into a great nation, was in itself
an astounding Divine miracle. And that is all captured in his name,
Y.

Laugher - pnX - is at the heart of Bnei Yisrael’s national identity.
Our continued existence as a nation after 2000 years of exile and
persecution is as extraordinary a miracle as the initial birth of
Yitzchak. We can choose to ignore the miraculousness of this fact or

¥ Rav Menachem Leibtag
% Zohar chelek 2, page 276.
% Sarah Friedman's idea.
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we can look around in wonder and amazement that the Jewish
people are alive and strong and in our own Land once again.

Laughter is a powerful tool that we can and should use to better
the world, both in our individual lives and in our national one. It is
always in our power to choose to respond to whatever surprises life
throws at us with genuine laughter, amazement, and gratitude for
the Divine hand behind it.
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Arei Miklat: The Torah’s
Justice-Based Rehab Center

Reyna Perelis

Introduction

This paper explores the aftermath of an accidental murder and
the impact such a trauma has on everyone involved. It suggests
that Arei Miklat, Cities of Refuge, are innovative rehabilitation
centers that the Torah sets up to enable all of the affected
individuals to heal and move on.

In the wake of an accidental murder, the Torah permits' the
Goel Ha-dam, close relative of the victim, to avenge his relative’s
death by killing his murderer. At the same time, the Torah
provides the accidental murderer with Arei Miklat to protect him.
The Goel Ha-dam is only permitted to kill his relative’s murderer
outside an Ir Miklat; within its borders, the murderer is safe. The
unintentional murderer remains in his Ir Miklat until the high
priest (Kohen Gadol) dies, at which point he returns to his land of
inheritance, and can no longer be killed by his victim’s Goel Ha-
dam.

This paper will draw on close readings of the four Torah
sections that discuss Arei Miklat,> as well as relevant sections of
Talmud and Midrash, Biblical commentaries, Chassidut, and

Reyna was mentored by Rav Alex Israel.

! Perhaps even obligates. The issue of whether the Goel Ha-dam is permitted or
obligated to try to kill his relative’s murderer will be addressed later in the
paper. See in particular footnote 35.

2 Shemot 21:13, Bamidbar 35:9-34, Devarim 4:41-43, and Devarim 19:1-13.
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contemporary secular writings on the topic of unintentional
murder to develop an understanding of the practical, theological,
and emotional implications of unintentional murder and the
innovation of Arei Miklat. It will explore the roles both of God and
of humans in incidents of unintentional murder, their respective
responses after the murder, and how Arei Miklat express and guide
those responses. Further, our exploration will lead us to put
ourselves into the stories that Arei Miklat tell; we will consider in
what ways we can make real the key elements of Ir Miklat in our
lives today.

God’s Role

Let’s begin by analyzing God’s role in the system of Arei Miklat.
God designed the Arei Miklat; God’s Beit Din, Land, Kohen Gadol,
and Levi’im make them function; and ultimately, God was part of
the murder in some way. Fundamentally, God commissioned the
Arei Miklat, through detailed instructions regarding their layout
and accessibility to fleeing murderers. The Arei Miklat were
encircled by a piece of land left untouched for beauty,’ and had to
be near drinking water. Crucially, the roads leading to the Arei
Miklat were marked by signs and repaired yearly. To facilitate fast,
safe travel for fleeing murderers, bridges were built, valleys were
raised, and hills were leveled.* The Sefer Ha-chinuch highlights that
since God designed the Arei Miklat,” we are not allowed to change

® Bamidbar 35:2 teaches that all Levite cities, which include the Arei Miklat,
require migrash - 1000-2000 cubits (3000-4000 square feet) of land left
untouched surrounding them. Rashi there specifies that the reason is for
beauty.
* Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Rotze’ach Ve-shemirat Ha-nefesh, ch. 6, 8:5-6, 8:8.
® Sefer Ha-chinuch 342:2:
ROYW DYDY IRIND IR, .MINDN OWIVN: DIV OVRNN NNIVY RHY
19 93 R ,09121 D230 IPM 17D NRINA PR 3,927 DY NIYH
ZIRIN PIN RYR IR 12T INR NN 921 2110
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any part of the instructions. The Sefer Ha-chinuch uses language
that echoes God'’s creative commands in the Creation of the World
(“And He saw, and it was good’). This has the effect of making the
Arei Miklat entirely intended and desired by God, just like the
works of Creation.

In addition to God creating the Arei Miklat, God is involved in
the functioning at every stage of the process. Specifically, the Beit
Din, the land itself, the Kohen Gadol, and the Levi’im are what make
the Arei Miklat function.

The first indication of God’s hand in the system of Arei Miklat
is that the Beit Din, which implements God’s law, takes the
absolute chaos of the chase to the Ir Miklat, and sets it to a clear
procedure. Rambam explains® that after the murderer runs away
from his Goel Ha-dam and makes it to the Ir Miklat, he is brought
back to his city’s Beit Din to be investigated. Beit Din considers his
case, and delivers one of three verdicts. The first possible verdict
is that the murder was intentional, and the murderer is executed
in court, by the Beit Din or by the Goel Ha-dam. The second
possibility is that the murderer is absolved of responsibility for the
murder, and is released back to his regular life. The third is that
the murder was unintentional. In this case, the murderer is
escorted to the local Ir Miklat by a pair of Talmidei Chachamim.
Rambam writes:”

When he is returned to his city of refuge, he is given two Torah
sages to accompany him, lest the blood redeemer attempt to

And because of this, the command came about them, not to change any
of their contents; for the Master of Wisdom established them, set them
up and decided on their boundaries. And He saw that this was good,
and [so] any reversal after His word is only detrimental and a
disparagement (translated by R. Francis Nataf, Sefaria, 2018).

¢ Mishneh Torah, Sefer Nezikin, Hilchot Rotze’ach Ve-shemirat Ha-nefesh, 5:7-8

7 Mishneh Torah, Sefer Nezikin, Hilchot Rotze’ach Ve-shemirat Ha-nefesh, 5:8,
Eliyahu Touger’s translation.
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kill him on the way. They should tell him: "Do not deal with
him in the manner of those who shed blood. It was
unintentional that this happened.”

Evidently, the role of Talmidei Chachamim as escorts is not
coincidental. They are embodiments of God’s Torah. As such,
when they protect unintentional murderers, they give God’s
stamp of approval to the protection of the unintentional murderer.
In addition to the Talmidei Chachamim, the very engagement of the
Beit Din in cases of unintentional murder points to God. Generally,
Beit Din’s function is to enact God’s law in day-to-day issues.
Shadal explains® that the Torah distances Bnei Yisrael from the
ubiquitous culture of blood killings, through the interception of
Beit Din. In cases of unintentional murder, Beit Din advances God’s

vision of justice, and serves to stop violence from continuing.

The second indication of God’s role is that the Land of Israel
itself is desecrated by unintentional murder. Rav Yonatan
Grossman’ explains that in the Land of Israel, killing is taken as a
personal injury to God, Who abides in the Land:

NI 02 1IN DY IR YR N2 DAY DDR TR PIRDTR ROLD KDY
ORIV 112 7IN3 DY

You shall not defile the Land in which you live, in which I
Myself abide, for I God abide among the Israelite people
(Bamidbar 35:34).

8 Shadal, Shemot 21:12, s.v. “Mot yumat:”
TR NN VINNA DTN NVIRI NORY NINN NIND NN DRY 9192 H™ IR
MR NI0R RY IR 070 NYIRG PINANY 1IN0 MIND 13N 2090 MY
But it is clear to me that if the Torah’s intention had been to ban blood-
redemption totally, what is the need for Arei Miklat? Thus, the Torah’s
intention is to distance blood-redemption, yet the Torah didn’t ban it.
(my translation).
° Rav Yonatan Grossman, “The Inadvertent Murderer and the Cities of
Refuge,” www .hatanakh.com.
https:/ /www hatanakh.com/sites/herzog/files / herzog/Parshat%20HaS
havua_31.pdf
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The land on which a person was killed suffers the stain of
spilled blood. The murderer, who is responsible for the blood, is
unable to live on his land until he atones for the murder. Therefore,
he must go to an Ir Miklat, which is a subset of an Ir Levi’im, a city
belonging to Levi’im. Because Levi’im are holy, their land is holy,
and is able to ameliorate and atone for the unintentional murder."

Third, the Kohen Gadol’s death, which is in God’s hands, is what
frees the unintentional murderer from the Ir Miklat." The Kohen
Gadol is at once the Jewish people’s connection to God, and a
symbol of God’s presence in the world. Because his death is the
key that releases the unintentional murderer from his Ir Miklat, the
implication is that his release and his initial exile are sanctioned by
God.

Fourth, the Arei Miklat are run by Levi'im, who function as
God’s missionaries amongst the tribes.” Since the Levi'im don’t
have their own tribal section of Israel, they live in cities all across
Israel. Segments of these cities are designated as Arei Miklat, with
Levi’im acting as caretakers of the murderers who live within them.

' Sefer Ha-chinuch, Mitzoa 408:2:
VA1 IMN 93 VHPY DXIR NINAI DITY PN DYV IV DNOYN HT3 71am
nwTpNnn DNNTR 19 7951 MR ,D201VN IRY MXRIRND INY , NNVl

DNYTpa

And because of the greatness of their stature and the fitness of their
deeds and the 'grace of their worth,' their land was chosen over the
lands of the other tribes to shelter any one that kills by mistake - maybe
their land that is sanctified with their holiness would atone for him
(translated by R. Francis Nataf, Sefaria, 2018).

" Bamidbar 35:25 - The death of the Kohen Gadol releases unintentional

murderers from their Arei Miklat.

2 Devarim 33:10:
“TNAM9Y Y921 AR N0 IPY? HRIV NN IpYY TYIYN 11
They shall teach Your laws to Jacob and Your instructions to Israel.

They shall offer You incense to savor and whole-offerings on Your
altar (JPS, 1985).
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Until this point, I've outlined God’s involvement in the Arei
Miklat, as manifest in God’s commandment to build them, and in
the roles of the Beit Din, Land, Kohen Gadol, and Levi’im, who are
God’s actors at every stage of the process from the murder to the
murderer’s absorption into an Ir Miklat. Now, the responsibility
for the murder itself must be investigated.

Is God Responsible for Unintentional Murder?

The first mention of Ir Miklat in the Torah is in Shemot 21:13, a
single verse amidst a list of interpersonal sins and their
punishments:

.INY DI VR DIPN 0 NNV ITY NIR DIPHRM DY RY TR

The first and final clauses of this verse can be translated into
English without too much trouble. The first clause is generally
translated along the lines of, And a man that did not lie in wait, and
the final clause is rendered something like, And I will appoint a place
for you to which he will flee. However, translators of this verse debate
the meaning of the three middle words: 1> mR DpPORM.
Possibilities range between two poles: God forced his hand, which
places the blame entirely on God, and, God allowed it to happen to
him, which indicates that the murderer himself bears
responsibility, and God neither stopped the murder nor directly
caused it. The following are different translations of this phrase:
but God brought [it] about into his hand,” it came about by an act of
God,™ but God caused it to come to his hand,” but God allowed it to
happen to him," but it happened accidentally, an act of the Almighty,”

" Chabad.org.

" Current JPS.

IPS 1917.

!¢ Koren Jerusalem Bible.
7 Torah Yeshara.
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and but God brought him opportunely into his hand.”® Each translator
renders the phrase differently, because these three words carry
tremendous significance and ambiguity: What is God’s role in an
accidental murder, and what is the murderer’s?

I favor Moshe David Cassuto’s translation, fleshed out by
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch. Cassuto translates the phrase like
this: but God brought him opportunely into his hand."” Rav Hirsch’s
explanation of the verse expands Cassuto’s translation, by
explaining the roles of the murderer and God. He writes:

It does not say MR MR opYRM - that God had brought it
about, that would involve complete innocence on the man’s
part...But y1% R, his T, his activity was a prime factor in
causing the accident, only it was not the sole factor. The
possibility of the accident lay in his act, and God arranged
matters so it became an actuality.

Rav Hirsch argues that the murder happened through both the
murderer and God, and supports this theory by closely examining
the verse. He points to the use of the word 119, rather than ymy,
as proof that the murderer didn’t kill because God moved him to
kill. Instead, the possibility of the murder stemmed from the
murderer’s negligence, and God merely brought it to fruition. As
such, unintentional murder comes about through a combination
of both human irresponsibility and Divine “arranging.”

The Midrash Aggada,” cited in Rashi on Shemot 21:13, imagines
a scenario to prove that God ensures that both intentional and
unintentional murderers get their respective punishments:

'8 Commentary on Exodus by U. Cassuto, translated by Israel Abrahams in
1967, page 270.

Y Ibid.

:(MNYY 119D) A:R" MNY (1212) NTIR 1T 2
mMaNY DIRN T2 NIRN N”2PN M — ITY MR DPHRMN NTX RY TR
TNR YWAIN NR DINY DTIR 12 WY ,AmT 9270 AnY RYR ,wain nNR
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God does not force a person to kill another. Rather, the case is
comparable to two people who killed; one by accident, and one
on purpose. Neither have witnesses (to the murders they
committed). God arranges that both men end up together at an
inn: the intentional killer sits below a ladder, and the
unintentional killer climbs down the ladder, and accidentally
falls on the intentional killer, killing him. In the end, the
intentional murderer is dead, and the unintentional killer is
exiled (to an Ir Miklat).”

The midrash asserts that God does not force the man to kill
unintentionally. Rather, God arranges the punishments of
murderers, so that an intentional murderer gets killed, and the
unintentional murderer gets exiled to an Ir Miklat. Thus, God is
removed from the position of forcing the man’s hand to murder,
and is understood to be in charge of discerning the correct
response to each kind of murder. When Beit Din reviews each case
to deliver a just verdict, they are acting as God’s agents of justice.

Right before Moshe ascends Mount Sinai, he relays this verse
to the Jewish people. In this verse, other people are entirely absent;
there is no mention of the person murdered, or the blood-avenger.
The only acting members are the unintentional murderer and God.
This verse can be understood as a covenant between each Israelite
and God, that God will be with them when they are in the ultimate
place of loneliness and disorientation® - after having killed
someone by accident. Complicating this covenant is that God is
involved in the arranging of the unintentional murder, and so

PINAY NN 7PN ,0MTY PR I DYTY PR 1Y ,TTNI TNRY Awva
7D TV ANV 370 AN L0900 NN 2wy TTHa M0 AT LTNR
1,00 TINA XINY AT RN I TR 00 IMR HY Yan ,ohon

.91 NV INY

*! This is my own translation to English.
2 And by inverse logic, God will be with them at moments of loneliness and
disorientation of lesser proportions.
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God’s promise of protection post-murder is almost ingenuine.
This contradiction can inform our understanding of what God is
saying here: “You're responsible, as am I. That’s why I'll do
something: I'll make you a place to escape to. And you need to be
punished for your negligence, so you'll have to get up and go.”

The People’s Role

Until this point, I have explained that God is present from the
murder itself through the murderer’s release from the Ir Miklat. In
this section, I will lay out the choices that each human actor
involved in the unintentional murder and Ir Miklat must make, in
order to enact God’s law and engage with God and with the other
players in the scenario.

The Killer:

So you killed someone without intention to do so. You're
staring at the puddle of blood that you've somehow created and
are flooded with shock, total disbelief, and full-body fear. You can
hear your victim’s brother calling his name. You look at your
victim and the pool of his blood one last time, and start running
toward the nearest Ir Miklat. While you run, breathing heavily,
adrenaline overpowering your mounting exhaustion, your
thoughts chase each other, “How did this happen? Could I have
prevented this? Did God will this? Am I going to make it to the Ir
Miklat? How am I going to live with myself now?”

Jeff McMahan, a professor of moral philosophy at Oxford,
argues that, “The conscious choice to impose a risk—even
permissible risk, (as in the case of driving) —opens a person up to
moral liability.” He neatly summarized the unintentional
murderer’s condition: “People who are not culpable can
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nevertheless be responsible.”” This statement is true of an
unintentional murderer in an Ir Miklat. The implications of his
being responsible for the murder are twofold; he must leave his
life behind and live in an Ir Miklat for an indeterminate length of

time, and he must reckon with his action on an emotional level.

The Mei Ha-shiloach,* also known as the Ishbitzer Rebbe, whose
Torah commentary is characterized by a belief in Divine
Providence, suggests that a person who loses control in such a
grave way and kills another has something dark deep within:

Yet now that the Holy One, blessed be He, has brought it about
that he actually has killed someone inadvertently, he begins to
become greatly agitated in his soul, asking himself, “Why did
it come about that I killed inadvertently? Certainly I must have
a root of murder in my heart’ (questions that he would
otherwise not have asked). By means of this, he repents.

This idea explains what it might feel like to make a mistake that
leads to another’s death. One likely feels surprised, out of control,
disoriented, and yet entirely and viscerally responsible. In this
sense, his being sentenced to the Ir Miklat frees him; he knows that
he is guilty, which means that he must work to atone for what
brought him there.” However, this approach of the Mei Ha-shiloach

® He is cited in a New Yorker article published on Sept. 11, 2017, written by
Alice Gregory, titled “The Sorrow and the Shame of the Accidental Killer.”

* Mei Ha-shiloach, Chelek 1, Sefer Shemot, Parashat Mishpatim 3. Accessed via
Sefaria. Translated and edited by Betsalel Philip Edwards, Jerusalem, ]J.
Aronson, 2001 [Revised digital edition, 2021].

® The punishment is a recognition of the murderer’s guilt. This frees him.
Contemporary unintentional killers report feeling trapped in their
conscience; they want other people to admit that they did something wrong,
that it wasn’t all random. Below is an excerpt from a New Yorker article
published on Sep 11, 2017, written by Alice Gregory, titled “The Sorrow and
the Shame of the Accidental Killer”:
“Patricia hit a motorcyclist when the sun blocked her eyesight while
driving. ‘Yes, it was an accident, and in a certain sense we were both to
blame, but, at the end of the day, I hit him, I took his life,” she said. ‘No
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is troubling in its assertion that every unintentional murderer
unconsciously harbors anger, not necessarily even towards his
victim. I prefer a more down-to-earth comment by the Mei Ha-
shiloach on the first mizmor of Tehillim, which explains what it
means to ‘stand in the path of sins.’* A person who comes to sin
by accident must not stand in place. Instead, he must work to fix
what he distorted.” If an unintentional murderer so chooses, he
can use his stay in the Ir Miklat to overcome his carelessness
toward other people, which led to his sin, by heightening his
awareness of others’ needs and of his own actions.

The Goel Ha-dam:

So you went looking for your brother to bring him inside for
dinner, and found him in the park, dead. You saw your neighbor,
blood on his sleeves, running towards the road that leads to the Ir
Miklat. As the closest male relative of the victim, it is your
responsibility to respond to the murder.

matter how much you want to dismiss it as an accident, I still feel
responsible for it, and I am.” She cried, ‘T hit him! Why does nobody
understand this?”” The Torah understands this, and the Ir Miklat addresses
it.
R P0O R 9N ¥
2VINDY TAY RY DIRLN TIT DPVYI NXY o0 RY TOR WIRD MUR
2w 8D XD
Psalms 1:1 - Happy is the man who has not followed the counsel of the
wicked, or stood in the path of sinners, or joined the company of the
insolent” (JPS, 1985).
¥ Mei Ha-shiloach, Collections of Writings, Book of Psalms, Psalm 1:
IRVNA 1N HWII DR VIV ANY HY 1710 RON - “T0Y RY DIRON TITN”
YW N 92N 1pNY YTNYVN P12 THY RY INT ANV INIVNN RY2
Or stood in the path of sinners - Sin suggests unintentionality, the
explanation is if he is caused to stumble, Heaven Forbid, in his sin,
without his thought, unintentionally, that's what it means that he
doesn’t stand in it (his sin), only strives to fix right away that which he
twisted (My translation).
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After the murder, the Goel Ha-dam must decide if he wants to
try to kill the murderer or let him go. The implications of each
decision are as follows: If he chases after the murderer in order to
kill him, he is not rising above the ancient culture of blood killing,
though he is doing something totally allowed by the Torah.”
Alternatively, he can let him go,” rising above the surrounding
culture and taking the Torah’s way out to the moral high road.

If the Goel Ha-dam chooses to chase the killer, he might not
manage to kill him before his entry to the Ir Miklat. In that case,
once the gates have closed, the Goel Ha-dam must make sense of
the killer’s absorption into the Ir Miklat, and of his own anger. For
the Goel Ha-dam, the killer’s being contained in the Ir Miklat means
failure, freedom, and justice.

On the most immediate level, the locked gates signal failure; he
let the killer get away. On another level, they indicate freedom for
the Goel Ha-dam, who no longer must bear the responsibility of
avenging his family member. Shadal® highlights that not every
Goel Ha-dam was bloodthirsty. Still, he had to contend with the
expectation that if he let the killer loose, he was dishonoring his
murdered beloved. Thus, the interjection of the Ir Miklat acts as an
absolute stop to his chase, giving him a legitimate story to tell
when he goes home and the neighbors ask him if he got his

* The Mishna on Makkot 11b records the position of Rabbi Yosi Ha-Glili who
holds that the Goel Ha-dam has a Torah obligation to run after the murderer.
However, we pasken like Rabbi Akiva that he is allowed to give chase, but is
not required to.

* According to Rabbi Akiva - see footnote above.

% Shadal, Shemot 21:12, s.v. “ Mot yumat:”

NRNY 1T 1ONDNY NN ORI DI RYY ORI 1D W DTR Y RY DINRY

XN
And indeed not every man (who kills) has a Goel Ha-dam, and not every
Goel Ha-dam will want to endanger himself in order to put to death the
murderer.” (My translation into English)
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revenge: “He was too fast for me, and the gates of the Ir Miklat
opened for him. Then he was out of my reach. There was nothing
I could do. I tried.”

On a third level, the locked gates signal that justice is being
enacted. This is because, as explained above, the Ir Miklat is
designed by God, and functions through God’s Beit Din, Land,
Kohen Gadol, and Levi’im. Therefore, the Ir Miklat is a Mishpat-
machine, carrying out Divine justice, and the absorption of the
killer is part of Divine justice. As Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks
writes, “the practice of nonviolence requires a belief in Divine
vengeance.”*' When the Goel Ha-dam stands outside the Ir Miklat,
he can no longer punish the killer. Now, God takes over the
response.

At this point, the Goel Ha-dam must respond to the murder on
an emotional level. He can remain angry at the killer, and never
recover from the loss that the unintentional murderer caused him.
Or, he can work through his anger, by shifting his anger from the
killer to God, which can in turn lead to him developing a
recognition of Divine power. From there, he may come to feel that
things are bigger than him, and to develop both humility and a
recognition of God's justice. At the same time, this reckoning with
Divine power leads him to an understanding of his own power: to
move past his anger at both the murderer and God for bringing
this tragedy to pass.

Beit Din:

The Sefer Ha-chinuch stipulates that it is a mitzva incumbent on
the Beit Din to send an unintentional killer to an Ir Miklat, and on
the unintentional killer to go to an Ir Miklat:

31 Covenant and Conversation, “Vengeance,” Ha'azinu - 11th September 2010 -
3rd Tishri 5771, OU Torah, Rabbi Sacks on Parsha.
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If a Beit Din does not exile the unintentional killer living in their
town, they have belittled the positive commandment of Ir
Miklat, and will be heavily punished, because they have now
made possible further bloodshed.”*

If a Beit Din would stay out of cases of unintentional murder, it
would likely be easier in the short run; they wouldn't have to deal
with the anger and frustrations of the Goel Ha-dam and the
brokenness of the guilty yet unwilling murderer. However, a Beit
Din that does intervene in such a case protects the unintentional
killer, as well as innumerable others who might otherwise be
killed in ensuing honor feuds. Therefore, the implementation of
chaos-stopping Divine law is in the hands of the Beit Din.

Levi’im:

The Leviim run the Arei Miklat, providing shelter to
unintentional murderers at no cost. On a basic, practical level,
their responsibility is to feed and house the killers. The Sefer Ha-
chinuch® explains that the Levi’im were chosen to be the caretakers
of the Arei Miklat because of their ability to love every murderer
who entered their gates, even someone who killed a Levite’s own
family member. Levi’im live spread out across the land of Israel,
amongst all the tribes, and teach them Torah. They clearly have
deep emotional intelligence, and are by profession teachers; their
role in Arei Miklat can be understood as teachers to the murderers.
They can teach them to talk to God and express to God all their
complex emotions - their bewilderment at having been uprooted,
their anger at God for making this happen, their guilt at having
murdered, their soul-searching (re: Mei Ha-shiloach), their anxieties
about returning to their land, and their gratitude for having been

% Sefer Ha-chinuch, Mitzva 410:
19501 AW NN YN RS DIPM DIPN HI2W PT N AT HY 172y DR
.DNT MHVYY 120 RINY 295 ,TRN 9173 DWIYY T NYY

% Sefer Ha-chinuch, Mitzoa 408.
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protected. And with love and support of the Levi’im, they can
respond to the murder in ways that will allow them to fully return
to their homes.

Conclusion

Without Arei Miklat, the story of unintentional murder would
be based on fear, violence, hatred, and unending anger at God for
having a hand in the murder. At every stage, Arei Miklat enable
the unintentional murderer and the Goel Ha-dam to reckon with the
trauma and loss of the murder, by orienting them to God’s
involvement in their story. Specifically, the unintentional
murderer is able to grapple with his and God’s shared role in the
murder, and the Goel Ha-dam is able to move from unchecked
anger to humility before God. With striking consistency, the Beit
Din, Land, Kohen Gadol, and Levi’im advance the message of God’s
justice, to the effect of creating a system that prioritizes human
dignity and personal responsibility.

Perhaps Ir Miklat is an ideal example of a just, Torah-based,
God-loving community. In Devarim 4, Moshe designates three Arei
Miklat even though Bnei Yisrael haven’t yet reached Israel. Rav
Elchanan Samet*® argues that Moshe does so in order to
demonstrate and model for Bnei Yisrael his eagerness to fulfill
mitzvot. The Seforno explains:

After finishing the introduction to his explanation of the Torah
[in the oration in chapters 1-4], he separated the cities, to show
Israel how important is the matter of observing the mitzvot, for
he took care to observe part of a positive precept.”

* Rav Elchanan Samet, “The Cities of Refuge (Arei Miklat) (35:9-34): The
Meaning of the Term,” VBM, Matot-Masei, 12/07 /2020.

% Seforno on Devarim 4:41:

162



Reyna Perelis

Why did Moshe choose Ir Miklat as his bridge between his
introduction to the rules and the rules themselves? The verses are
as follows:

3291 79 207 JUR DYPD PN IR TVR PVIMINOTNRI PPNTIR NINW
R 1093 T2 1N1 PSR N IVR IRTRADY DM PIRD (YNYY TINR
DIPNIN NNRHDR DN ... :VAY NN (T 921 DY VHV Nvn 7D

277 SR

Observe God’s laws and commandments, which I enjoin upon
you this day, that it may go well with you and your children
after you, and that you may long remain in the land that your
God 'n is assigning to you for all time. Then Moses set aside
three cities on the east side of the Jordan... he could flee to one
of these cities and live.*

If Bnei Yisrael uphold Arei Miklat, they will live in Israel for all

time,”

because if they can uphold Arei Miklat, they have
understood the fundamental goals of God’s society: responsibility,
repentance, human dignity, seeking justice, and relating to God as

the ultimate judge.

9720 NINN MRAY ANTPNN DPOW INR - 7D7MY WHY Hwn T IR
NXP DMPY TAPNY MXNN NNV 171Y 7191 NN HRIVY MRINY DMYn
VY MxN

% Devarim 4:40-42, Sefaria’s translation.

%7 After the Sefer Ha-chinuch lists the 613 mitzvot, he writes an opening letter to
the reader, in which he sets out six mitzvot that are incumbent upon us at all
times, and the mnemonic to remember these six is: 'Six cities of refuge shall
there be for you.'

1 992 Y37 AR TIRA HYPNR PO RY *TAN JANY NN MYn nvY
NaNRY 7. 9TY 3 anoY PnrNY XYW 1 .0wa PRrnY 'R 0N YR
:D3Y NN VOPN 1Y VY DINYD .D2YN IR N IAMR
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Jews as Jocks?

Sports in Halacha
Shoshana Stadlan

Since the creation of the world, people have utilized physical
strength and athleticism to gain power, hunt for food, and provide
protection. But the organization of athleticism, strength, and skill
into recreational events began later, most notably in the Ancient
Greek Empire. The Hellenistic culture appreciated and celebrated
the human body and the amazing feats it could do when pushed to
the limits. This culminated in the first Pan-Hellenic Olympic games
in the 6th century, a sporting spectacle that included running,
wrestling, discus throwing, equestrian events and more.'

After the fall of the Greek Empire, the Romans continued the
culture of ancient Greek sport, but turned it into something very
different. Unlike the Greeks, the Romans did not appreciate the
sporting, competitive spirit; instead, sports became violent.
Gladiator exhibitions, the pinnacle of Roman sporting events, were
a match to the death. Additionally, once the Roman Empire fell
under Christian influence, the Romans ceased the Greek Olympic
games due to their belief that it originated from pagan practices;
therefore, ancient sports became less prevalent.

Shoshana was mentored by Rabbanit Rivky Krest.

! The official website of the International Olympic Committee, “The Sports
Events,” https:/ /olympics.com/ioc/ancient-olympic-games/the-sports-
events. Accessed 9 Feb. 2023.

? Don Kyle, “Directions in Ancient Sport History,” Journal of Sport History, vol.
10, no. 1, 1983, pp. 7-34. [STOR, http:/ /www jstor.org/ stable/43609089.
Accessed 9 Feb. 2023.
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The beginning of organized modern sports as we know it today
parallels the Industrial Revolution and Enlightenment in England.
The growth of the bourgeoisie class who suddenly had more luxury
time, along with the formation of social clubs, led to the rise of team
sports with more structured and codified rule books.? Sports became
a universal language. For example, every sport - take soccer, for
instance - is played by the same rules everywhere in the world. All
soccer players across the globe, and even all soccer spectators, all
know the same rules that govern play.

Sports have now penetrated almost every household. For
example, the 2022 Winter Olympics reached over 2 billion viewers,*
while the 2022 FIFA World Cup final game itself garnered over 1
billion viewers.” That means that a quarter and an eighth of the
world’s population, respectively, tuned in to simply watch these
events. Everyone everyday encounters something that is sports
related. Each day at school, most kids are mandated to participate
in some type of athletic activity. It has simply become part of our
normal daily routine.

Jews, as part of larger society, are not immune to this global
phenomenon. Organized sports may not be discussed in primary
Jewish sources but multiple Tanach personalities are noted for their
strength and athletic ability. David, a skilled warrior, managed to

® Stefan Szymanski, “ A Theory of the Evolution of Modern Sport,” Journal of
Sport History, vol. 35, no. 1, 2008, pp. 1-32. [STOR,
http:/ /www jstor.org/stable/26404949. Accessed 9 Feb. 2023.

* The official International Olympic Committee website, “Olympic Winter
Games Beijing 2022 Watched by More Than 2 Billion People,” 20 Oct. 2022,
https:/ / olympics.com/ioc/news/olympic-winter-games-beijing-2022-
watched-by-more-than-2-billion-people.

® Robert Summerscales, “FIFA World Cup Final Beat Super Bowl LVI by More
Than One BILLION Viewers in TV Ratings,” FanNation Futbol, Jan. 18, 2023,
https:/ /www.si.com/fannation/soccer/ futbol / news/how-fifa-world-cup-
final-beat-super-bowl-lvi-in-tv-ratings.

165


http://www.jstor.org/stable/26404949
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26404949
https://olympics.com/ioc/news/olympic-winter-games-beijing-2022-watched-by-more-than-2-billion-people.
https://olympics.com/ioc/news/olympic-winter-games-beijing-2022-watched-by-more-than-2-billion-people.
https://www.si.com/fannation/soccer/futbol/news/how-fifa-world-cup-final-beat-super-bowl-lvi-in-tv-ratings
https://www.si.com/fannation/soccer/futbol/news/how-fifa-world-cup-final-beat-super-bowl-lvi-in-tv-ratings
https://www.si.com/fannation/soccer/futbol/news/how-fifa-world-cup-final-beat-super-bowl-lvi-in-tv-ratings

Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

slay the giant Goliath with a mere slingshot.® Shimshon, known for
his unparalleled muscle, killed a lion with his bare hands’ and
crumbled an entire house by ripping down its pillars using his brute
strength.® Yaakov, normally found sitting and learning in his tent,
used his physical power when forced, as stated in Bereishit 33:25,
MYD MY TY Y WR parn - A man wrestled with him (Yaakov) until
dawn. He additionally garners superhuman strength to move a
boulder in order to allow Rachel to get water from a well.’

In modern times there is widespread Jewish participation in
sports. From swimming to basketball to baseball, some of the best
athletes to ever don a uniform were Jews. At the same time, most of
the Jewish athletes that have participated in professional sports -
such as the greats, swimmer Mark Spitz and pitcher Sandy Koufax
- did not identify as religious and were not focused on the halachic
perspective of their activities." This is something that has changed
in more recent years, and now, more than ever, practicing religious
Jews are present in the larger world of sports. This new
phenomenon begs the question of what the Torah has to say about
it. What are the parameters of participating in sports from a halachic
perspective, professionally or recreationally?

To answer this question, one must explore four different issues.
The first is the concept of Bitul Torah -wasting time by occupying
oneself with something other than Torah learning (unless it’s
another mitzva or a necessary activity)." The second consideration is

® Shmuel 117:50.

7 Shoftim 14:8-9.

$ Shoftim 16:30.

° Bereishit 29:10.

' Sandy Koufax did refuse to play on Yom Kippur.

" The concept of Bitul Torah is solely one for men, since women are exempt from
the obligation of Talmud Torah (Kiddushin 29b). Thus, women do not have to
take this particular concern into consideration. (Despite their exemption from
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the Torah’s attitude toward engaging in potentially dangerous
activities. The third is the issue of sports on Shabbat. The final one
is the wider social impact of kiddush Hashem.

Let us begin with a discussion of Bitul Torah. The concept of Bitul
Torah is discussed in Masechet Menachot 99b, as part of a machloket
over how to interpret a verse in Sefer Yehoshua. After the death of
Moshe, Hashem instructs Yehoshua to prepare Bnei Yisrael to cross
the Jordan river. Hashem reiterates the covenant He has made with
Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, that the Jewish people will
conquer the land He has promised them. However, in order to be
successful, the Jewish people must follow God’s commandments
and continue learning His teachings. In Yehoshua 1:8, God says:

199 DRI M PAN NI NYIRD Yab vihrRY
Let not this Book of Torah depart from your lips, but meditate in
it day and night.

The rabbis attempt to derive the meaning behind this statement.
What must one do to fulfill the directive to “meditate in Torah day
and night”? Rabbi Ami argues that merely learning one perek in the
morning and one in the evening fulfills this verse."” Rabbi Yochanan
in the name of Rabbi Shimon Ben Yochai is even more lenient in the
interpretation of this verse and says one only needs to say Shema in
the morning and evening to fulfill DRy Pan NN NHIRD 9D WVIRIKRY
1991 Rabbi Shmuel Bar Nachmani in the name of Rabbi Yonatan

obligation, women do receive reward if they choose to learn - see Rambam
Hilchot Talmud Torah 1:13.)

> He bases this on Rabbi Yose's statement regarding the requirements of the
lechem ha-panim, the Showbread, in the Beit Ha-mikdash. Shemot 25:30 states
that the bread must be nn a5 - before Me always. Yet, Rabbi Yose thinks
that it is fine for the Kohanim to remove the previous week’s bread in the
morning and only place the fresh bread in place that evening, even though
that means leaving the Shulchan (Table) without bread for several hours. He
believes that as long as the Shulchan is not without bread overnight or for an
entire day, the requirement for bread to be on it always has not been violated.
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suggests that this verse is not a commandment at all, but rather a
blessing that the Torah will always remain with the Jewish people.
Rabbi Yishmael disagrees with all of the above opinions and
articulates by far the most stringent interpretation. He posits that
one must be involved in Torah study all day and night. Only
according to this opinion is Bitul Torah, nullifying Torah study,
really a concern.

Though Rabbi Yishmael’s opinion was in the minority, multiple
poskim after the times of the Gemara adopted the idea that most of
one’s time should be allocated to the study of Torah. Rabbi Moshe
Ben Maimon, also known as the Rambam, was a famous medieval
rationalist philosopher and halachist whose opinions are highly
regarded in the world of Torah-observant Judaism. He writes that
Torah should be the focus of everyone’s day. Of course, necessary
occupations, such as eating and drinking, are allowed. Leisurely
undertakings, meaning anything that is not essential to survival or
Torah, on the other hand, are more complex as to their status under
halacha. The Rambam, in Shemona Perakim Chapter 5 states:

NP MV VM NNV NYIR1 AMON DWW 1A HYunm
VAN RENAV 1973 MIRMAT NINIMN,T2H 1913 MR INMIM ,INPIMm

(MYYnY) MINn MYYN NP MNONI MIPY DNndHYw DRMa Y
RN 1YHINY PIPW TY NHIVN

So, his only design in eating, drinking, cohabiting, sleeping,
waking, moving about, and resting should be the preservation
of bodily health, while, in turn, the reason for the latter is that
the soul and its agencies may be in sound and perfect condition,
so that he may readily acquire wisdom, and gain moral and
intellectual virtues, all to the end that man may reach the highest
goal of his endeavors.

Everything with which a Jew occupies himself should somehow
contribute to his or her service of God. Even sleeping, eating, and
preserving one’s physical health should be only for the purpose of
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enabling one’s pursuit of wisdom and moral and intellectual
perfection.

It is important to stress that this does not eliminate every leisure
activity. One can participate in leisure as long as it ultimately aids
in his Torah study and avodat Hashem. The challenge is determining
whether a particular activity contributes toward one’s ability to
learn Torah and serve God.

The Rambam holds that one's mental health is important to

maintain and writes:

, 0T PN NN NPNRVA NPD AINY AN PYY 1Ynn oR (N
NN T2 RRVYIY MAN MNRD NIAM ,DRIN 0217127 M HPom
.1INN AMNYH NINH 70N VAN NPY

Similarly, one who suffers from melancholia may rid himself of
it by listening to singing and all kinds of instrumental music, by
strolling through beautiful gardens and splendid buildings, by
gazing upon beautiful pictures, and other things that enliven the
mind, and dissipate gloomy moods."

The question is, does this apply to sports. If it does, is it a blanket

allowance or does it come with specific parameters?

The Rambam vehemently believes that all actions should be
motivated by the desire to know God, which includes things that
will prepare one's mind for that intellectual pursuit. For many,
sports, similar to walking through gardens and looking at art,
uplifts the spirits and puts someone in a more relaxed mindset to
position oneself to learn Torah in the right headspace. It is well
documented that simply stepping on the court, field, or track can
immediately put one's mind at ease from stress or anxiety. Studies
have shown that physical activity boosts endorphins - “the brain’s
feel-good transmitters” - and relaxes one’s body and mood. This
reduces stress, while simultaneously training one’s body how to

3 Rambam, Shemona Perakim 5.
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deal with stress. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that sports
for relaxation, recreation, and health would be permissible
according to the Rambam, but probably just enough to enable one
to learn with renewed vigor.

The Shulchan Aruch - a book of codified halacha written by Rav
Yosef Karo in the 1500s in Spain and very much influenced by the
Rambam - in Orach Chaim, siman 307, se’if 16, comments on which
activities are permissible for leisure on Shabbat and during the
week:

90 191 YRMINY 790 113 PYN AT POIN NNY YV DYV MXHn

22197 DY 2WIN DIVH NOR YINA GRI NAW TN MIPY NOR MNNHN
.DONYTN YR 119N RY D9YRN YR AN HR DIwnN

One may not read on Shabbat secular books of phrases and
parables, books of passion, such as Emanuel, and war books.
One may not read them during the week as well because it is a
“sitting of scoffers” and because one is “removing Hashem from
one’s mind.”

Rav Yosef Karo here stipulates that there are particular books
that Jews must abstain from reading both on Shabbat and during
the week, and the two reasons he gives are “moshav letzim” and
“removing Hashem from one’s mind.”

The first term is derived from the verse in Tehillim 1:1 which says:

WINT THY XY DROD TITI DY NRaTIon K 1IPR ko MR
29 ¥ oY)

Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the
wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of
scorners.
The Tosefta Avoda Zara 2:2, commenting on this pasuk, compares
attending Roman gladiator matches in the theater to a moshav letzim,

* Mayo Clinic Staff, “Exercise and Stress: Get Moving to Manage Stress,”
Mayo Clinic Website, Aug. 3, 2022. https:/ /www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-
lifestyle/ stress-management/in-depth/exercise-and-stress/ art-20044469.

170


https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/exercise-and-stress/art-20044469
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/exercise-and-stress/art-20044469

Shoshana Stadlan

because it will lead to neglect of Torah study. Rav Karo takes this to
the extreme, by saying that one can’t read most secular writings; this
implies that anything that is not directly related to Torah study is
prohibited. Rav Karo seems to have a relatively rigid understanding
of Bitul Torah, and limits many more activities in the name of
“moshav letzim” and “removing Hashem from one’s mind.”

In contrast, the Rama, the author of the Mapa, which inserts
Ashkenazic practice into the text of the Shulchan Aruch, limits this
ruling. He writes that it may only be prohibited to read secular
writings that are not in lashon hakodesh, Hebrew. Importantly for our
issue, the Rama adds that the custom is to be lenient with these
matters. The Mishna Berura, commenting on the Rama, explains
that Hebrew intrinsically contains kedusha, and that learning
Hebrew, even through secular subjects, aids in the study of Torah.
This might allow more room for the permissibility of other activities
that are not strictly defined as Torah but that also have the potential
to enhance one’s future Torah learning.

More recently, Rav Moshe Feinstein - the most widely accepted
posek in the United States in the 20th century - writes that he allowed
the boys in his Yeshiva Tiferes Yerushalayim to swim in the pool in
the summer months to rejuvenate their spirits.” According to Rav
Feinstein, the summer heat tired them out, and swimming, though
a recreational activity that is not Torah study, gave them a break to
then refocus their minds and return to their learning with more
fervor.

According to the above poskim, it is possible to permit sports
despite the Bitul Torah concern but only to the extent that playing
the sport will enhance one’s Torah learning.

'® Igrot Moshe, Even Ha-ezer 4:6:1.
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An alternative approach to the concept of Bitul Torah can be
found through the interpretation of a mishna in Pirkei Avot. In
chapter three, the eighth mishna states:

NL12R MY N0, I0INY IMYHD pPOAM ,MYY TIT2 T2000 NN 11D 1)
W91 2NNN IPRD 2NN VY NPYN NI %) DRI NN

Rabbi Shimon said: If one is studying while walking on the road
and interrupts his study and says, “How fine is this tree!” [or]
“How fine is this newly plowed field!” Scripture accounts it to
him as if he was mortally guilty.

Rabbi Yisroel Szapira of Grodzhisk, a Chasidic Rebbe from
Poland who perished in the Holocaust, wrote in his book, Emunat
Yisrael, that the mishna is not forbidding anyone to comment on the
magnificence of nature. Instead, it's warning against interrupting
learning to praise the trees without having Hashem in mind. If you
realize that nature is all masterminded by Hashem and are
consciously thinking about His wisdom while admiring it, then you
are not interrupting your Torah study, but rather are actually
continuing it.

We can apply this concept to other aspects in our lives. If we are
constantly internalizing that everything around us was created by
Hashem and we continuously incorporate God into everything we
do, then that transforms all of our activities into extensions of Torah.
Torah and life become one and the same.

It may be possible to apply this also to sports. While playing, one
can think about how God has given her the ability to execute these
movements, that it is incredible that God enables human beings to
accomplish such feats with their God-given bodies. In addition, one
can incorporate and actively apply Hashem’s mitzvot, such as pang
TP 19, by playing with respect and treating one’s opponents
fairly and graciously.
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After covering the Bitul Torah issue, the next question that must
be addressed is that of violence in sports. Judaism is very adamant
about protecting one’s body and avoiding bodily harm. Humans
were created in be-tzelem Elokim - in the image of God - and due to
this, our bodies are not our property, but merely on loan from God.
Our bodies are a holy vessel and we must treat them as such.
Hashem commands us to keep His mitzvot, but at the end of the day,
He says, “npa 'm” - to live by them."* In Masechet Sanhendrin 74a, the
Gemara links this pasuk to the concept of »n YRy "1y, that if
someone forces you to either transgress a mitzva or die, you should
transgress (except for the three paramount mitzvot: idol worship,
murder, sexual immorality) because Hashem said, “npa 'm.”

Clearly, our lives, and by extension our bodjies, are held in the
highest regard and we have to treat them as such. Even in death,
Judaism is very particular that the body be treated with the utmost
respect, insisting that the body be cleaned and buried as soon as
possible. Though this body may be lifeless, it once housed a piece of
God, the neshama inside of it, and therefore it still must be treated
with care. If the dead are cared for meticulously, then how much
more so should the living safeguard their bodies.

The Torah provides some specifics on how to treat one’s body.
In Vayikra 19:28, the Torah prohibits cutting the flesh or making
permanent marks on the body. In Devarim, as Moshe is reminding
Bnei Yisrael of what they witnessed at Har Sinai, he repeatedly
mentions protecting oneself. In Devarim 4:9, the Torah says, 1
TRR Y0 MY T IV - Just take care of yourself and guard yourself
vigilantly,” and then six pesukim later, using similar wording, the
pasuk states, DNV? TRN DRIV - Guard yourselves vigilantly.
Multiple commentaries use these verses as the basis for a broader

' Vayikra 18:5.
7 Or if it’s in public or at a time of persecution.
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mitzva to maintain one’s physical health and to actively avoid injury
to one’s own body. For example, the Rambam in Hilchot Rotze’ach
paskens:
DN 190N YN 11002 NYY MEN NIY) NIID 12 WY HUIN Y2 19
00 K2 DR) “q¥90) W 77 19YN” (0 T DI2T) IRV .0 1Y 1172
DYD Ko"2 2p) MY MR Y93 MID 7 PRoIND N%iving nim
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Similarly, it is a positive mitzva to remove any obstacle that could
pose a danger to life, and to be very careful regarding these
matters, as Devaraim 4:9 states: "Beware for yourself; and guard
your soul." If a person leaves a dangerous obstacle and does not
remove it, he negates the observance of a positive
commandment, and violates the negative commandment: "Do
not cause blood to be spilled."

The Sefer Ha-chinuch adds that one who transgresses “not
causing damage to oneself” is liable for rabbinic lashes. Our bodies
are merely on loan from Hashem and therefore we must avoid
situations where there is a real risk of bodily harm. To reinforce this
point, the Rama, in the Shulchan Aruch Yoreh De’ah 116:5, writes that
putting oneself in danger is stricter than other prohibitions. He cites
the prohibition of walking under shaky walls from Shabbat 32a and
the issur of drinking water from a river at night from Masechet Avoda
Zara 12b, since one cannot rely on miracles to save them. We must
rationally weigh the risks.

Though we have a clear responsibility to avoid injury, it is often
unclear whether a given situation is deemed dangerous enough to
fall under this prohibition. Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, in his
Responsum Minchat Shlomo, Mahadura Tinyana 2-3:37, stipulates that
society deems what is considered unsafe. Therefore, one cannot
decide solely based on one’s own rationale in which activities they
can or cannot partake. We must follow what the general public
assumes to be high risk.
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Additionally, not every potentially dangerous situation has to be
avoided, only those with a high likelihood of harm. For example,
driving and flying are widely considered normal everyday
activities, even though there are accidents every day. There is
potential for injury, but not enough for the majority of society to
deem one who drives as acting recklessly.

In the arena of athletics, each sport carries its own risks, some
more than others, and therefore the permissibility of each sport
must be assessed independently. Sports like baseball, soccer, and
basketball have a low likelihood of injury, and the type of injuries
that occur most frequently are usually minor - hyperextensions and
sprains; there is very minimal risk of life-threatening injuries. Most
would agree that these sports are not particularly dangerous, at least
no more than driving a car, and for that reason would not seem to
transgress the prohibition of entering situations of danger to the
body.

In contrast, extreme contact sports, such as football, carry the
potential for exponentially more danger. Almost every play ends in
a tackle, with helmets clashing and bodies flying across the field.
Now more than ever, the public is starting to take notice of the
serious long-term injuries that playing football causes. The multiple
concussions that players sustain, and the constant blows to their
heads have detrimental, life-threatening effects, most commonly
found in the form of Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE).
CTE is a brain injury caused by repeated blows to the head, and it
can only be diagnosed posthumously. It causes symptoms such as
“memory loss, depression, aggressive behavior and, sometimes,
suicidal thoughts.”” In a study done by Boston University,

8 Ben Shpigel, “What to Know about C.T.E. in Football,” The New York Times,
July 5, 2022.
https:/ /www.nytimes.com/article/ cte-definition-nfl.html
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researchers diagnosed CTE in the brains of 345 out of the 375 former
NFL players that they studied.” These findings paint a picture of a
very dangerous game, and many in society have started to move
away from tackle football, finding safer alternatives. Therefore,
tackle football might be categorized as an activity that involves such
a high likelihood of physical harm that it is assur to participate in it.

Combat sports like boxing - in which the whole goal is to knock
the opponent unconscious - are virtually unanimously agreed upon
to be extremely dangerous, with almost one hundred percent
certainty of injury every time one steps into the ring. Sports such as
these are most likely prohibited. Wrestling, though a direct contact
sport, has more room for argument that it is not inherently
dangerous, because the goal is to pin the other person down, not to
knock him unconscious. Swinging fists is actually prohibited;
wrestlers are instead supposed to use the mechanism of grappling,
or holding the opponent. Therefore, wrestling is more likely
permissible.

That being said, while endangering oneself just for personal
desire is forbidden, there is room for leniency if it is done in order
to make a living. The Gemara in Bava Metzia 112a alludes to a person
who risks his life in order to receive wages, and it seems as though
this behavior is not prohibited or condemned. Rav Eliezer Yehuda
Waldenberg in his Responsa Tzitz Eliezer,” utilizes the Gemara from
Bava Metzia to address the issue of assuming risk to make a living in
the context of a physician treating contagious patients. Although it
is risky to his health, he admits that these doctors have undergone
training and for the most part are acquainted with dealing with the

1 “Researchers Find C.T.E. in 345 of 376 Former NFL Players Studied,” Boston
University Chobanian and Avedisian School of Medicine, Feb. 6, 2023.
https:/ /www.bumc.bu.edu/busm/2023/02/06/researchers-find-cte-in-345-
of-376-former-nfl-players-studied/ .

2 Shu”t Tzitz Eliezer, Part 9, Section 17 - Essay on Health on Shabbat, Chap. 5.
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sick. Also, these patients require medical assistance for their health
to improve. Due to the fact that this is the life of doctors and it is
considered normal by the rest of the world, they can potentially
expose themselves.

Rav Moshe Feinstein qualifies this leniency in his Igrot Moshe
Choshen Mishpat 1:104, where he asserts that one might take on a
higher level of risk to attain a salary, specifically referring to
professional sports. He still maintains, however, that one may not
place oneself in immediate danger or extreme likelihood of injury.
Football and combat sports like mixed martial arts and boxing
would probably still be prohibited even in the case of participating
professionally for money, since not only are they high risk, but also
cause others injury.

Based on these sources, we can see that many popular sports,
such as basketball and soccer, most likely do not fall under the
category of danger and would therefore be permitted. In the case of
playing sports for one's income, it is possible that one may choose a
sport that has a higher chance of incurring injury. However, most
combat and extreme contact sports that society recognizes as
dangerous with a high likelihood of harm are probably prohibited.

Now that we’ve established that there are sources that permit
playing sports either recreationally or professionally during the
week, we need to address the issue of sports on Shabbat, which faces
more challenges and raises additional halachot that need to be taken
into consideration.

Hashem provided a blueprint for what the seventh day of the
week should look like during His creation of the world, when after
creating for six days, the Torah states in Parashat Bereishit 2:2:

Y YR INIRIIHIN WIYN DY2 NAYN

He rested on the seventh day from all His work.
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Later, in Sefer Shemot,” Hashem formally gives Bnei Yisrael the
mitzva of:

AYTRY N2Yn DR 11
Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy.

Accompanying that commandment in the very next verse” is a
very general outline of what we should be doing on Shabbat:
:NIRZRTD) NPYING PO ‘N2 | N2Y pawn D
But the seventh day is for the Lord your God; don’t do any NarYn
“work”).

From the pesukim, the guidelines of what cannot be done on
Shabbat are not clear. We know we cannot do melacha, but the
question is, what is this “work” referring to? The mishna in Masechet
Shabbat 73a stipulates that there are 39 categories of “work” that
one is prohibited to do on Shabbat, and enumerates each one. The
Gemara in Bava Kama 2a adds that there are subcategories to each
melacha described previously. Rabbi Chanina Bar Chama, in
Masechet Shabbat 49b, attributes these categories of forbidden work
to the labor described in the Mishkan, as Shabbat was directly
juxtaposed to the description of the work in the Mishkan in Parashat
Vayakhel perek 35.

When considering whether an activity is permissible on Shabbat,
one must consider whether it might fall under one of these 39
categories of prohibited work or their subcategories. In regards to
sports on Shabbat, there are potentially several violations that may
occur. The first one, which determines whether one can even begin
to possibly fathom playing sports, is w9 mwn RxiNg - carrying
from domain to another, meaning from a private area to a public
one or vice versa. Carrying is strictly forbidden, and therefore all

2 Shemot 20:8.
2 Shemot 20:9.
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ball sports would consequently be prohibited. However, many
communities have an eiruv,” a mechanism of halacha that allows an
entire community to be considered one large private domain. This
permits the carrying of objects, and would therefore potentially
solve this aspect of ball-playing on Shabbat.

The second melacha to consider is choresh - plowing or anything
else that readies a field for planting, such as leveling the ground. A
ball rolling on a field is considered leveling the field, as it flattens
the grass or dirt that it rolls over. To avoid that problem, one would
have to play only on an immovable flat surface, such as concrete or
a table (for example, a ping-pong table).

The third potential violation of Shabbat applies only to cases in
which a ball is likely to get stuck in a tree. In order to ensure that
one does not come close to violating the melacha of kotzer -
reaping/tearing a branch or leaf, the rabbis enacted that one is not
allowed to climb a tree on Shabbat.* The Rama, commenting on the
Shulchan Aruch in Orach Chaim siman 336, se’if 13, adds that shaking
a tree is also prohibited.” Thus, if a ball were to get stuck in a tree or
bush on Shabbat, one would have to exercise a great deal of self-
restraint (as well as know the halacha) not to climb or even shake the
tree to retrieve the ball.

Even if one is careful not to break these halachot, there are still
those who prohibit sports on Shabbat. The Shulchan Aruch in Orach
Chaim siman 308, se’if 45, explicitly states that playing ball on

® “Carrying and Eiruv,” Chabad.org.
https:/ /www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid /253228 /jewish/ 8-
Carrying-and-Eiruv.htm

* Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim siman 336 se’if 1.

® The Shulchan Aruch in Orach Chaim siman 336 se’if 2 qualifies all of these
rabbinic prohibitions to trees and bushes that are over 10 tefachim (about 30-
40 inches) high, since otherwise they are so low to the ground that they are
counted as part of the ground.
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Shabbat is assur.** The Rama, who fervently believes in the
credibility of minhag or strong custom, comments on this Shulchan
Aruch, writing that there are those who permit it, and that the
normal custom is to be lenient on this matter. The Magen Avraham
518:4, limits this leniency to only children below the age of bar or bat
mitzva. Though there may be nothing technically halachically
prohibited about sports on Shabbat, many poskim say that it ruins
the spirit of Shabbat. They point to the Talmud Yerushalmi Masechet
Ta’anit 4:5, which says:

RV MY 93 ROPPY YIPINT PIT IRND NON PN NN PYRY MO
SNTIT PPNIVH PAY R .M N80 IR W 22910 19

Tur Shimon used to provide three hundred loaves of bread (for
the poor) every eve of Shabbat. Why then was Tur Shimon
destroyed? One says, due to licentiousness. Another says,
because they used to play ball.

Many commentaries on this Gemara, including the Amudei
Yerushalayim and Korban Ha-eda, agree that there is nothing
necessarily forbidden about playing ball, but it is a frivolous
activity, and on Shabbat they instead should have specifically been
learning Torah.

The Aruch HaShulchan, a halachic work written by Rabbi Yechiel
Michel Epstein in Lithuania in 1884, writes in Orach Chaim 518:8,
that the Rama’s leniency is not merely for children, as the Magen
Avraham claims, but that it is permissible for adults to play ball on
Shabbat as well. He states that it is not a senseless activity; rather it
provides joy, adding to the simcha or happiness of Shabbat, and
since there is nothing in playing ball that is explicitly forbidden in

% This could be due to the fact that he might consider the ball itself muktzeh,
similar to a rock. Almost all poskim disagree with the fact that the ball could
be considered muktzeh since it is being used for a purpose.
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and of itself, one is definitely allowed to participate in sports on
Shabbat.

For those opinions that do allow people to play sports on
Shabbat, extending it to the professional realm is more murky. The
Badei Ha-shulchan, a halachic commentary on the Shulchan Aruch
written by Rabbi Shraga Feivel Cohen in the 1980s, limits the Rama’s
leniency only to non-scheduled, pick-up games. The Aruch
HaShulchan, on the other hand, seemingly allows participating in
sports in all situations. Relying on this opinion, while being careful
to avoid other prohibitions, renders it possible to be a professional
athlete and play on Shabbat. Staying at a place within walking
distance to the stadium avoids the halachic issues involved in
driving, and utilizing the leniency of schar Shabbat be-havla’ah -
combining weekday’s pay with Shabbat’s - can potentially resolve
the problem of being paid for working on Shabbat.

Although there are ways to argue that it technically may be
permissible to professionally play sports on Shabbat, most poskim
either say that it is simply prohibited, or at least that it is not in the
aura of Shabbat to go to work, so consult your local rabbi before
making any decisions about this.

The first three issues that we explored regarding sports in halacha
were potential reasons to prohibit it - Bitul Torah, the prohibition
against engaging in dangerous activities, and potential Shabbat
violations. Now I would like to consider positive aspects of
participating in sports.

As I wrote previously, sports provide an outlet for pent up
energy and stress while also keeping the body healthy, both
mentally and physically. Sports also provide intangible benefits,
such as teaching important middot.
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Competitive team sports instill teamwork, unity, leadership, and
self-confidence within the players. Any athlete will tell you that you
can have the best player, or even multiple better players than the
other team, but if you do not work as a cohesive unit, you are bound
to lose. Team sports transcend the individual player and each player
needs to find their role to work as a team. Sports history is filled
with a plethora of teams who on paper should have done well but
underachieved due to the egos of the players, and those who over-
achieved compared to the ability of its players. The 1972 Dolphins
of the NFL, still the only team with a perfect season, thrived with
their famous “no-name” defense. Even with their lack of high-
profile players, the defense worked so well as a unit that they were
unstoppable. The San Antonio Spurs of the NBA enjoyed a streak of
22 straight seasons in the playoffs, achieving this feat not by having
the five best players on the floor. Instead, they were legendary for
their execution of unselfish basketball. They knew how to work as a
unit, so even when the other teams in comparison had better players
on paper, the Spurs were always the better team.

Unity and teamwork are integral for life and the continuity of the
Jewish people. We are commanded 792 777 p1aR) - to love our
neighbors like ourselves.” We have to learn to live with each other,
and even more than that, to work with each other to build a stronger
nation. The second Beit Ha-mikdash was destroyed due to sinat
chinam, baseless hatred.” To rectify those mistakes, we must learn to
act as one cooperative unit, and sports provide a great avenue to
inculcate this fundamental lesson.

Additionally, professional sports supply an international
platform to promote Jewish values and unite the Jewish people.
Sports figures” position allows them to reach a large audience that

¥ Vayikra 19:18.
* Yoma 9b.

182



Shoshana Stadlan

values their opinion. Athletes today are seen as role models to many
and are leading voices and advocates for change. Two practicing
religious Jews in particular have taken the sports world by storm,
and have utilized their situations to simply show the world who
Jews are.

Beatie Deutsch, an Orthodox Jew and mother of five, is one of
the top marathon runners in the world. She has won multiple
marathons, just barely missing the mark to qualify for the 2020
Tokyo Olympics. She runs while wearing a skirt that completely
covers her knees, leggings underneath, long sleeve shirt and her hair
covered. Deutsch competes at the highest level while keeping in line
with modest dress and without compromising her values. She
shows the world what Jewish women are capable of, and shows
Jewish girls and women that adhering to the laws of tzniut (modest
dress) does not have to hold us back. Her platform allows her to
raise money for charities and represent Bnei Yisrael while running.
Deutch has her sights set on the Olympics in 2024, where the whole
Jewish nation will rally around her as she runs for Israel, and where
the world will watch as this Jewish woman competes with joy and
sportsmanship, bringing a good name upon the Jewish people.

Ryan Turell is another example of the incredible opportunities
professional sports provide to show others what religious Jews
stand for. After an outstanding collegiate basketball career at
Yeshiva University, Turell was drafted into the G league - the
developmental league of the NBA - and is looking to become the
first Orthodox Jew to play in the NBA. He wears his kippah proudly
in games, playing with composure and selflessness. Major media
companies have taken notice of his unique quest which has led to
multiple interviews where he could talk about his faith and what it
means to him. His position as an athlete has given him a platform to
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speak up for the Jewish people to an audience that respects what he
has to say.

According to many, sports fit within the world of halacha.
Though playing sports may take time that might otherwise be spent
learning Torabh, it is not a frivolous activity but rather can enable one
to learn with renewed energy and can be an extension of one’s
learning if one plays with Torah values. Despite the injunction to
protect ourselves from harm, most athletic activities are not
dangerous enough to warrant our avoidance. There may even be
permissible ways to play on Shabbat, though additional issues must
be considered.

However, sports are not just a fun, recreational activity that may
be permissible in halacha. I believe that sports should be encouraged
due to the benefits they provide, both for our physical and mental
well-being. Sports keep one fit and healthy, reducing risk of health
issues and even affecting the brain with the release of endorphins.
Additionally, sports build character, instilling important middot and
values, such as teamwork, unity, persistence, striving for excellence,
and perseverance. Professional athletes, who are admired by large
fan bases, have the ability to affect millions of people; they can
change the world by spreading Jewish values and making a kiddush
Hashem on a global scale. Even those of us who will never play on a
professional level can gain immeasurably from the many benefits
and values that sports can bring to one’s life.
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Oh Baby!
Surrogacy in Halacha

Yaffa Klausner:

Introduction

In Judaism, having children and raising a family are central
religious values. Infertility is a devastating, yet common, occurrence
for many couples. Modern medicine offers many solutions, and
with those in mind, rabbinic authorities help families navigate the
various halachic challenges.

At times, a couple may conclude that surrogacy is the (only, or)
best course of action. How does the process of surrogacy intersect
with halacha? This paper will address that question.

Definition of Terms

Below is a list of technical terms that will be used throughout this
paper:
Embryo: fertilized egg

' 1 would like to acknowledge my teachers who have guided me through this
topic and have aided me in finding sources, in editing this paper, and by
imparting their wisdom to me. Thank you to my mentor, Rav David Brofsky
for encouraging me to write this paper and for sharing your astounding
halachic knowledge. Thank you to Rabbanit Dena Rock, the coordinator of the
fabulous Matmidot program, for your patience and unwavering support
throughout this year. Thank you, Rivkah Moriah, for your fantastic editing.
And last, but not least, thank you to Cheryl Burnat, my ISP and hero, for
helping me with literally everything and anything, and for sharing your story
with me.
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Surrogacy: an arrangement in which a woman carries and gives
birth to a baby for another person

Surrogate / Surrogate mother / Gestational mother: the woman
who carries the fetus in her uterus

Biological mother: the woman whose egg is used to create the
embryo

Intended mother: the woman who is the one who is going to
keep the baby

Ovum surrogacy (traditional method): egg of surrogate mother
and sperm of either the intended father or a third party

Gestational surrogacy (gestational method): the surrogate is
impregnated through IVF with the fertilized embryo of either the
intended parents or a third party

IVF (In-Vitro Fertilization): an egg is removed from the woman's
ovaries and fertilized with sperm in a laboratory. The embryo is
then returned to the woman's (or in the case of surrogacy, a
different woman’s) womb to grow and develop.

Mother-fetal cell exchange: when fetal cells migrate into the
mother during pregnancy and vice versa. Due to this exchange,
certain genetic material from the fetus can go into the mother
and vice versa.

There are a few different types of surrogacy that are used
nowadays. The type of surrogacy that is being discussed in this
paper is the type of gestation surrogacy in which the intended
parents’ embryo (sperm from intended father and egg from
intended mother) is implanted into the womb of the surrogate via
IVE.

Background

1. Ethical Issues
Using a Women for Her Body | Baby-Selling
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Surrogacy raises many ethical questions which must be
considered, including using a woman's body for someone else’s
benefit. While one could argue that since the surrogate herself
chooses to undergo this process, it is her own free choice and is
completely ethical. However, if money is her primary motivation, is
that still considered her free choice? Alternatively, if the woman
chooses to carry someone else’s child as an act of kindness, does that
negate the ethical challenge?

“Baby-Selling” is illegal in both Israel’> and the United States,’
and is clearly morally reprehensible. However, does surrogacy
involve the selling of babies? In contrast to most adoption cases, in
both the United States* and Israel,’ the surrogate mother signs a
contract with clear terms before conception. The hope is that most
surrogates are either married with children® and/or are financially
and psychologically stable,” so that even though money is being
paid to the surrogate, the main motivation is an honorable one:
wanting to help a couple struggling with fertility issues have a child
they so desperately want. Compensating the surrogate mother does

)

According to the second article of the Ministry of Justice’s initial report

concerning implementation of the optional protocol to the convention on the

rights of the child, “The sale of children, is prohibited by Israeli law through

several provisions.”

* Under title 18 of the United States Code, section 25514, selling or buying of
children is a serious federal offense that could result in a life sentence.

*https:/ /www kleinfertilitylaw.com/surrogacy-lawyer/ surrogacy-
contracts#:~:text=Surrogacy %20contracts %20are %20legal % 2C % 20written,ri
ghts%200f %20the %20intended %20parents.

* https:/ /www.health.gov.il/ English/ Topics/ fertility / Surrogacy / Pages/ defa
ult.aspx

® https:/ / www. gov.il/BlobFolder/legalinfo/ poriut05/he/files_legislation_po
riut_Poriut_05.pdf

7 https:// www.nytimes.com/2021/02/15/ parenting/fertility / surrogates-

new-york.html; this source doesn’t take into account halachic surrogacies,

only the more broad term of surrogate mothers.

187


https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/15/parenting/fertility/surrogates-new-york.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/15/parenting/fertility/surrogates-new-york.html

Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

not equate to baby-selling: the money is intended to take care of both
the fetus and the surrogate mother throughout pregnancy and is
therefore ethical, as long as no exploitation is involved.

Dangers Associated with a Surrogate’s Pregnancy

All pregnancies entail a certain level of danger, and pregnancies
that include certain procedures, such as IVF, are considered to be
more high-risk.* Some question whether it is ethical to subject a
woman to the dangers of surrogacy as a possible result of having
foreign fetal cells implanted into her body. These fetal cells can
remain in the surrogate mother even after birth and can have long
term health effects, such as an increased risk of obtaining
autoimmune diseases.’ Due to the Torah value of guarding our lives
carefully,” these risks must all be taken into consideration when
deciding whether or not to permit surrogacy.

2. Halachic Background
Biblical Basis

While surrogacy is not explicitly mentioned in the Torah, some
texts relate to the possibility of a woman having a child “through”
another woman, a process which can be seen as a precursor to
surrogacy. For example, according to some, Hagar acts as a
surrogate mother for Sarah, and maybe even more notably, Bilha
and Zilpa act as surrogate mothers for Rachel and Leah.

® https:/ /www.draliabadi.com/ obstetrics/ high-risk-obstetrics/autoimmune-

disorders/

® https:/ / www.scientificamerican.com/article/ fetal-cells-
microchimerism/ #:~:text=Scientists % 20increasingly %20think % 20these %20s
ilent,placenta %20to %20an %20unborn %20child.

' Devarim 4:15 - pnwa1y TR DPIHYN
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Additionally, a well-known midrash in Tarqum Yonatan" explains
that, while Leah and Rachel were pregnant at the same time, Leah
prophesied that her child was to be a boy (who would ultimately
become one of twelve tribes) and that Rachel was going to have a
girl. Leah felt bad for her sister and wanted Rachel to be able to bear
at least two of the twelve tribes, so Leah prayed and the fetuses of
Yosef and Dina switched wombs. If taken literally, this would be
akin to surrogacy. In this midrash however, the babies changed
wombs and due to that, the birth mothers were also the intended
mothers in contrast to our case of surrogacy.

Because of the unique situation of this “surrogacy” case, there
are differing opinions regarding whether this midrash has halachic
significance in terms of maternity. Some claim that since Dina, who
was the biological daughter of Rachel, is referred to as Leah’s
daughter, this shows that maternity is determined by the gestational
mother. Others assert that this midrash does not have any halachic
standing; it merely offers a midrashic perspective on the relationship
between Rachel and Leah and says more about the existence of
miracles in Tanach than about surrogacy. Either way, there appears
to be a historic and Biblical understanding of the importance of
surrogacy for some women.

Halachic Considerations Within the Stages of
Surrogacy

1. The Decision Itself
At What Point Should One Consider Surrogacy

A number of important questions must be addressed before a
couple considers surrogacy. For example, at what point should one

"' Commentary on Bereishit 30:21.

189



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

consider surrogacy? Should the couple have to have already gone
through any or all other fertility treatments? If so, how many and
for how long? In addition, what qualifies a person to have a child
through a surrogate? Can a couple consider surrogacy even if they
already have children? Can the candidate be single?

As surrogacy is not generally the first step a couple takes when
they encounter fertility issues, at what point can one choose not to
go through more rounds of IVF only for it to fail over and over
again? There is not much halachic literature on this so what can be
assumed is that whenever the couple comes to the conclusion that
they wish to try surrogacy, that is the appropriate time to evaluate
the halachic issues and decide if it is best.

What if the couple already has children, and has even already
fulfilled the mitzva of peru u-revu (the Torah commandment to be
fruitful and multiply)” - does that disqualify them from having a
“need” to have a child through surrogacy?

May a single woman choose to pursue surrogacy? On the one
hand, due to the centrality of marriage in Judaism, many advise a
single woman not to have a baby through a surrogate.” On the other
hand, if a woman remains unmarried, should this disqualify her
from raising children? Many authorities have changed their views
regarding this issue in recent years.

To What Extent Should We Use Science to Change Our
Circumstances

There are many mitzvot from which one can become exempt due
to medical concerns that either render one unable to perform the

2 We pasken like Beit Hillel who says that this mitzoa is fulfilled by having one
son and one daughter (Yevamot 61b; Shulchan Aruch, Even Ha-ezer 1:1).

" https:/ / www.myjewishlearning.com/article/single-motherhood-and-
artificial-insemination/
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mitzova or that involve an increased health risk if one would do the
mitzva."* If, however, one could use a newfound way to change their
circumstances, is that forbidden, allowed, or maybe even
encouraged?

Mitzva of Peru u-revu

While every man is required to fulfill the mitzva of peru u-revu,”
if a man and his wife cannot conceive, does that exempt them from
the mitzva? If it does exempt them, does that impact whether they
may choose surrogacy? What about other forms of medical
intervention?

For example, IVF is widely regarded as a halachically acceptable'
and even recommended method of procreation whether or not the
couple already has children. In using IVF, science is used to
“change” one’s circumstances, and is looked upon favorably.

Should the fulfillment of peru u-revu affect whether a couple
chooses to have a child through surrogacy? The mishna in Yevamot
6:6 cites a discussion between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai. Beit
Shammai says that in order to fulfill the mitzva of peru u-revu, a
couple must have two boys, while Beit Hillel says the mitzva is
fulfilled upon having one boy and one girl. The Gemara on this
mishna in Yevamot 62b comments that Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korcha
believes there is an obligation to have additional children since one
never knows how his children will turn out.”

“ For example, a celiac cannot fulfill the mitzva of matza on Pesach or of lechem
mishneh on Shabbat.

'° Bereishit 1:28, 1311 119 - be frutiful and multiply; Shulchan Aruch, Even Ha-ezer 1:1.

" https:// www.puahfertility.org/articles/,
https:/ /www.givelegacy.com/resources/religion-judaism-and-fertility-
part-2-of-3/#

' He bases this on the pasuk from Kohelet 11:6 which states:
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Having many children is a recurring promise made to the Avot
when even they, along with the Imahot, faced infertility. Perhaps
peru u-revu is more than just a concrete mitzva of having a certain
number of children, but expresses a value in Judaism to have many
children, and surrogacy could arguably fit into this view of peru u-
revu as just one of the many ways to have more children.

Our patriarchs davened to Hashem to invoke His favor, and
ultimately, they were blessed with offspring. However, it is well
known that davening isn’t always enough and now that we have the
technological advancements to potentially enable infertile couples
to have children, it would seem counterintuitive if these possible
solutions weren’t permitted, if not encouraged.

One might argue that surrogacy does not require fulfilling the
mitzva of peru u-revu to justify it; simply bringing a child into the
world for a family that so desperately wants one is sufficient
justification. This would allow for surrogacy to be an option for
couples who already have children and are now wishing to have
another.

All in all, the main question is whether or not one needs to be
fulfilling a mitzva such as peru u-revu in order to justify having a
child through surrogacy.

2. Choosing a Surrogate

The biggest halachic questions when choosing a surrogate are:
Should the surrogate be married? And: Should the surrogate be
Jewish?

The Surrogate’s Religious Status

TP NN YR 20 I NR YT P2 - In the morning, plant your seeds, and at night,
do not rest your hands.
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If the surrogate were to be Jewish, she must have some sort of
documentation and registry to avoid any children marrying
relatives. This is all under the assumption that when a child is born
through surrogacy, that child is not only related to its biological
parents who are in our case, the intended parents, but also has some
relation to the surrogate from whom the child was born. If the
surrogate mother is not Jewish, most contemporary authorities
require a conversion in order for the child to be unquestionably
Jewish. The halachic issue of incest is more severe than the issue of
the child’s status as a Jew, especially since the child’s status can be
changed through conversion; thus, some poskim prefer a non-Jewish
surrogate.

The Surrogate’s Marital Status

The possible problems that would arise if the surrogate is
married relate to that of adultery and of mamzerim. Adultery is one
of the most severe prohibitions in the Torah and is one of the few
acts regarding which it is better to die rather than perform.” A child
that is the result of one of the forbidden relationships listed in the
Torah becomes a mamzer and is only allowed to marry either another
mamzer or a convert, and their subsequent descendants are also
mamzerim.”

Some think that since no sexual act was committed when
impregnating the surrogate, adultery isn’t an issue. However,
others are more wary and advise that the surrogate be single in
order to avoid any suspicion of adultery or of the child being a
mamzer.

'8 Sanhedrin 74a. The only 3 mitzoot that are May» 981 A» - that one must die
rather than violate (even in private during a time of peace) are idolatry,
adultery, and murder.

¥ https:// www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid /4007896 /jewish/ What-
Is-a-Mamzer.htm
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3. Dilemmas Throughout the Pregnancy

If health issues come up during the pregnancy, who has the
prerogative to make decisions? Does the gestational mother have
total autonomy until the child is born or should the intended
parents have a say, possibly the final say? Surrogacy usually
involves a contract signed by both parties in the presence of their
lawyers and when it comes to matters involving the fetus, both the
surrogate mother and intended parents are notified and consulted.
But in cases where genetic birth defects or increased health risks to
the gestational mother occur, there may be different rulings.

4. Establishing the Halachic Status of the Child®

In Judaism, religious status stems from the mother, so in the case
of surrogacy, who is the halachic mother? If a child is born from the
intended Jewish mother’s egg but from the non-Jewish surrogate’s
womb, is the child considered to be Jewish? Furthermore,
determining the halachic mother impacts not just the religious status
of the child, but also applies to yichud, pidyon ha-ben, and more
complex areas of halacha that are impacted by one’s parentage.

The Halachic Mother is the Gestational Mother (i.e. the
surrogate mother)

Some authorities, including Rabbi Aaron Soloveichik, Rabbi
Yisrael Meir Lau, Rabbi Eliezer Waldenberg, and Rabbi Moshe
Shternbuch maintain that the halachic mother is the gestational
carrier, and therefore the woman who carried the child is the sole
determinant of the child’s religious status. Similarly, Rabbi Nachum
Rabinowitz rules that the mother is the gestational mother, in

* We learn from Chazal that a baby born from a Jewish mother is considered
Jewish, but how does that concept apply in our case?
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accordance with the principle 1R 717 727 - “the fetus is considered

a limb of its mother.”*

Some Talmudic sources seem to support this view. For example,
the Gemara on Yevamot 97b discusses a case in which a woman
converts while she is pregnant with twins. When a person converts,
s/he is “reborn” and all previous familiar ties are broken so that the
convert is no longer considered related to his/her biological family.
Converts are considered to be the children of Avraham and Sarah,
not of their biological parents. Due to this, one might think that the
twins are not related to each other at all and also are not related to
their mother. However, the Gemara states that when they grow up,
the twins are forbidden to marry each other’s wives,” which is
generally the case for halachic siblings. But if one of them were to die
childless, the living twin would not have to perform chalitza, which

B Chalitza is a

is also generally the case for halachic siblings.
ceremonial process in which the living brother-in-law relinquishes
his duty to marry his sister-in-law if his brother died without
children. If a man dies and leaves his widow childless, the brother
of the deceased is meant to marry the widow in order to have
children with her to continue the family line of the deceased. If,

however, the brother of the deceased does not wish to marry his

*' This concept is discussed in Yevamot 78a. In our case, this would imply that
the fetus is seen as a physical part of the surrogate and thus should acquire
her religious status.

2 This is a standard rule for brothers, as stated in Vayikra 18:16: PnRMYR N)1Y
R POR MY 1PN K.

B Devarim 25:5-10 instructs that when a man dies without having children, his
wife is meant to marry his brother in order to have children that will continue
her late husband’s familial line. If the man’s brother and/or the deceased
brother’s widow do not wish to be married, then the living brother performs
chalitza and after that, the widow is no longer “tied” to the brother of her late
husband.
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brother’s widow, he performs chalitzah and by doing so, the widow
is free to marry someone else.

This Gemara reinforces the opinion that birth determines
maternity. The need to perform chalitza only occurs among brothers
who share the same father, and since the twins converted in utero,
they halachically are not considered to share a father. However, as
explained by Rashi, since they were both born to a Jewish mother
(because she converted before their birth), they are still related to
her and thus the prohibition of marrying each other’s wives still
stands. Rabbi Zalman Nechemia Goldberg, the Chief Justice of the
Rabbinical High Court in Jerusalem, ruled based on this Gemara
that birth determines maternity.

Similarly, Tosafot on Ketubot 1la says that a child born to a
woman who converted while pregnant is considered to be her child
and to be Jewish. Since conversion breaks all familial ties, yet this
child’s relationship with his/her mother remains intact, clearly the
maternal relationship was established at the time of the birth.
According to this Tosafot, maternity is determined by the gestational
mother.

The Sifra on Vayikra 12:2 discusses a case of a woman who was
pregnant at Matan Torah. It states that when the child would be born,
s/he would be considered Jewish, even though s/he was conceived
before his/her mother was Jewish. This too seems to indicate that
birth determines one’s halachic status. However, one could argue
that perhaps Matan Torah was a special circumstance and all those
present, even within a womb, became Jewish.

In Megillat Esther (2:7), it is written twice that Esther had no
parents. The Gemara in Megilla 13a explains that we learn from this
that, at the time of Esther’s birth, her parents were already dead -
her father died ahead of time and her mother died in childbirth - so
she is considered to have no parents. What the Gemara seems to be
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implying is that there is a difference between having parentage and
having parents. Esther still had people from whom she was
conceived but she did not have any parents. It is unclear from this
source if maternity is determined at conception or birth.

Finally, we might bring proof from a different passage in
Yevamot 69b, where Rav Chisda says that embryos that are less than
forty days old are considered to be just water (maya be-alma), and,
because of this, the fetus does not disqualify the mother from eating
teruma.”* This could imply that later on in the pregnancy, the
gestational mother could gain maternity, or that there is no maternal
relationship at all until the baby is born.

It is worth considering whether “Mother-Fetal cell exchange”
should play a role in determining maternity. Mother-Fetal cell
exchange® is the process by which cells from the fetus and the
gestational mother are exchanged during gestation. This process has
a biological effect on both parties and means that scientifically, some
biological ties are created during gestation. One could argue that
this biological connection is miniscule in comparison with that of
the genetic connection between the fetus and its biological mother,
who provided half of the fetus’ genetic material through her egg.
Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that, on a biological level, there
is a lasting connection between the child and its gestational mother.

There’s an agricultural case in the Gemara on Sota 43b that could
possibly be extrapolated to our surrogacy case. In the Sota case, a
young branch is grafted onto an older tree and, according to Rabbi
Abahu, the fruit from the young branch is considered to be the fruit

* In normal cases of birth or late pregnancy loss, the mother would become a
nidda and be unable to eat Teruma.

* https:/ /www.ncbi.nlm.nih. gov/pmc/articles/ PMC2633676/ #:~:text=Fetal
%20cells %20migrate %20into %20the,bone %20marrow %2C %20skin %20and %
20liver.
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of the older tree. If this case can be applied to surrogacy, then this
would imply that once an embryo is implanted into a surrogate, it
becomes part of the surrogate, as if the embryo originated from the
gestational mother.

The Halachic Mother is the Biological Mother

The Gemara in Sanhedrin 91b relates that Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi
agreed with Antonius that the point when the fetus is
“decreed/nTp?” by Hashem is the moment when the soul goes
into it. If this “decree” occurs at conception like most who comment
on this Gemara say, then the biological mother should be the halachic
mother of the child. Since it is not clear if conception is this
“decreed” time when the soul enters the fetus, this Gemara’s effect

on our case, while interesting, is ambiguous.

Elsewhere, in Niddah 31a, the Sages say that there are three
partners in creating a child: Hashem, the father, and the mother, and
different parts of the child are attributed to each of these three. The
father is said to be responsible for the bones, sinews, brain, head,
and the white part of the eye, while the mother is responsible for the
skin, flesh, hair, and the black part of the eye. Hashem then inserts
the five senses, the soul, and the fetus’ mobility. This Gemara also
seems to suggest that the biological and physical attributes are split
between the mother and father. This would indicate that biology is
the main factor in determining maternity and paternity, and that, in
our case, maternity should stem from the biological mother.

Similarly, when discussing how long a woman should wait
between the end of one marriage and the beginning of another, the
Gemara in Yevamot 42a cites Rava who brings up a case involving
two converts. Rava states that when a couple converts, they should
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have to wait three months* before having relations in order to
ensure without any doubt that a child born to them was conceived
subsequent to the conversion and thus would be considered Jewish.
While the Gemara was originally talking about the potential child’s
paternity, Rava extended the discussion to include maternity and,
using the aforementioned logic, maternity is established at

conception.

In Vayikra 21, the Kohen Gadol is commanded to marry a virgin;”

if he marries a widow, a divorced woman, or a zona,” any child they
have will lose his or her status as a kohen or a bat kohen and be
referred to as a chalal.® Rambam, in the Mishneh Torah,™ states that if
the woman was already pregnant when she married the Kohen
Gadol, that child is not considered to be a chalal, because its halachic
status was already established before the forbidden marriage took
place. According to this, conception is when the halachic status takes
place so it is irrelevant to the child’s status what happens after
conception. This too would render the biological mother the
halachically recognized mother.

Rabbi Shlomo Amar, the Sefardic Chief Rabbi of Israel, rules that
the halachic status of a child born through surrogacy follows that of
the biological mother.

Interestingly, Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach considers this
case to be a safek (an uncertainty), and the baby should be converted
to cover all the bases.

* The Gemara claims that by three months any pregnancy that may have
occurred would be apparent.

7 Vayikra 21:13 - np? 19IN22 NYR 81N

* Woman suspected of promiscuity

* Vayikra 21:14 - nYR NR? vRYR NOINTDR D NP KY NYRTIR Mt 12901 YN ninoy

g AR MR MAYA AN MYN

199



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal

Is it both?

There is a minority halachic opinion, held for example by Rabbi
Moshe Shternbuch,” that both the gestational mother and the
biological mother are considered the baby’s mothers, and that both
of them determine the halachic status of the child. An interesting
ramification of this idea would be that the child, hypothetically,
could be half Jewish! Practically, Rabbi Shternbuch recommends
converting the child in such a case because it is completely unknown
what it would mean to be “half-Jewish.”

Alternatively, there are authorities who do not actually think
that they are both considered the mother but strongly believe that
since we cannot be sure which one is the mother, we have to act
stringently as though both of them affect the child’s status.

Conclusion

Although surrogacy is a relatively new scientific advancement,
the modern world is embracing it, and it is becoming one of the
main ways couples struggling with infertility have children. Like so
many other 21st century advancements, halachic authorities have
begun to discuss whether surrogacy is a halachically acceptable
option for observant Jews, and if so, how to handle the halachic
questions that arise.

I chose to write this paper to spread awareness of surrogacy in
the Modern Orthodox community and to present the opinions from
many different perspectives and angles. While there is still stigma
surrounding infertility, many couples struggle with it at some point
in their lives, and there are many options one can take when faced
with such challenges. It is my hope that anyone struggling with

*! Rabbi Shternbuch is a Charedi rabbi who serves as the head of the Edah Ha-
Chareidis and vice-president of the Rabbinical Court in Jerusalem.
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infertility knows that they are not alone, and that they seek sensitive
and expert medical and halachic guidance.
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Monday Night Matmidot

Memories
Daniella Moadab

One of the incredible parts of the Matmidot Scholars Program is
spending our Monday nights visiting with leaders, scholars, and
visionaries in their homes to learn from them and be inspired to
make a difference ourselves. Here are summaries of each week’s
session:

Dr. Yael Zeigler - Novermber 7, 2022

For our first Matmidot speaker, we were thrilled to hear from Dr.
Yael Ziegler, a renowned professor of Tanach, author, and the Rosh
Batei Midrash and Academic Director of Matan. After welcoming us
into her cozy home, she introduced us to how using type scenes can
enhance our appreciation of the Torah. Type scenes are meant to
follow an expected storyline even though the different narratives
never unfold in an identical manner. Dr. Ziegler focused on the
betrothal-type scene that’s presented in Sefer Bereishit in which the
male figure journeys from his home, meets a girl at a well, is invited
to a meal, realizes they’re both from the same family, and marries
the girl.

The first instance of this type-scene appears in Parashat Chayei
Sarah when Yitzchak gets betrothed to Rivka. The anomaly within
the type scene in this case is that the groom is absent! The entire
arrangement for the marriage is made not by Yitzchak nor even by
a servant of his but rather by a servant of Avraham’s! This narrative
is telling of Yitzchak’s character and legacy overall. He is
consistently passive throughout his mention in Torah, especially in
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Akeidat Yitzchak, and he primarily follows in Avraham’s footsteps.
Dr. Ziegler explained that because Avraham is such a visionary, it
would be a clash of visions if Yitzchak were an ambitious visionary
too. Rather, Yitzchak’s mission is to continue Avraham’s path and
help turn his vision into a reality.

We then see a huge transformation within the scene involving
Yaakov and Rachel. Yaakov’s main reason for his journey is to
escape Esav’s wrath and to seek shelter with Lavan. He experiences
difficult struggles in order to marry Rachel, including being tricked
by her father into marrying her sister first. These struggles are
foreshadowed in his betrothal scene as he does not have easy access
to the well but must garner superhuman strength to first lift the rock
that is obstructing it, and he is not invited to a meal with Rachel’s
family unlike in the other well-betrothal scenes. Yaakov proceeds to
make an agreement with Lavan in order to obtain a livelihood but
gets cheated by his own father-in-law. Despite all the odds,
Yaakov’s lasting legacy is that he consistently prevails despite all his
struggles, as seen when he is renamed Yisrael “for you have struggled
with God (perhaps the angel) and with man and prevailed” (Bereishit
32:29).

Lastly, in the betrothal scene of Moshe and Tzipora, we learn that
Moshe is fleeing his city urgently when he reaches the well.
However, his struggles are oriented toward justice and morality,
which is evidenced when he defends Reuel’s daughters at the well,
and does not actually betroth any of them there. This is rooted in the
fact that he himself was served justice by Bat Pharaoh when he was
a baby. Because of this, in the many times he encounters injustice in
his lifetime, he opposes it. Additionally, Dr. Ziegler proposed that
Moshe’s intent when marrying one of the daughters of Yitro/Reuel
was primarily to pursue a familial relationship with Yitro/Reuel
whom he regards as a father-figure and fellow justice-seeker.
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Through this betrothal scene, we see that Moshe’s legacy was made
via his passionate commitment to justice.

Dr. Ziegler’s breathtaking ideas taught us that type scenes are a
brilliant vehicle for enabling us to appreciate the distinctive features
of each instance of the scene. The betrothal stories in particular
reveal the unique everlasting legacy of each character.

Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander - November 14, 2022

For our next Matmidot session, we had the privilege of hearing
from Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander, the President and Rosh HaYeshiva
of Lindenbaum’s parent organization, Ohr Torah Stone. We were
excited and curious to hear more about what it entails to oversee
such revolutionary institutions and initiatives. He was slightly
distraught when we arrived because, as he shared with us, he had
just received the shocking news that the Kenesset was canceling the
upcoming Manhigot tests for which the women had been studying
the past year and a half. (That decision was ultimately reversed.)
Hearing this news exemplified the type of issues Rabbi Brander
handles on a daily basis and framed our perspective on how much
it takes to oversee an organization like Ohr Torah Stone.

It was incredible to hear about all of the programs within Ohr
Torah Stone. In addition to our own Midreshet Lindenbaum
building which houses our Overseas Program, an Israeli program,
Darkaynu for special needs students, Amlat for Spanish-speaking
students, the Manhigot program in which women spend five years
learning the material covered by the Rabbanut semicha exams, and
Yad La’isha which is dedicated to helping agunot, we were amazed
to hear that Ohr Torah Stone also runs several high schools
nationwide, kollels and women’s learning programs, programs for
international shlichim, and centers for agunot. Rabbi Brander spoke
particularly passionately about a new program exploring how to
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engage with minorities in Israel. We were filled with pride to be part
of an institution that is making a difference within Eretz Yisrael.

After hearing Rabbi Brander speak about all these fantastic
programs, one word to describe Rabbi Brander himself would
definitely be driven. He explained that he is constantly looking at
what’s ahead and never takes his position to run such an
organization for granted. His vision is to make sure the various
programs are properly supported so they can reach their fullest
potential, and to continue creating innovative new programs that
serve the needs of Am Yisrael. Besides Rabbi Brander’s broader
vision, his attention to detail was evident throughout his talk.

We were all amazed by Rabbi Brander’s accomplishments and
loved hearing about his background and education. An
extraordinary story, in particular, was that while studying at
Yeshiva University, Rabbi Brander lived with Rabbi Soloveitchik!
He described seeing the Rav hard at work as an intense experience
that inspired him to obtain semicha and further his own Torah
knowledge.

While sufganiyot were passed around the table, Rabbi Brander’s
parting words to us were to take advantage of our opportunity to
learn this year, so we can build a foundation of growth for the
future. He tied this into the concept of the sacred synergy between
the publicity of Chanukah lights and the privacy of Shabbat lights.
Rabbi Brander explained that just as Shabbat candles are lit in the
private domain, we must establish a private relationship with
Hashem first. Then, we can bring public light into the world, just as
with our Chanukah candles.
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Neima Novetsky - December 5, 2022

As we picked up the pace with our Matmidot research papers,
we were thrilled to hear from Neima Novetsky, one of the
visionaries behind the revolutionary website, AlHatorah. The
Novetskys started AlHatorah twelve years ago with the vision of
creating a website that would be a comprehensive site making
anything and everything Torah-related accessible all in one place.
Their dream is that the site should not simply make texts available,
but should enhance the learning of those texts by enabling the learner
to explore and analyze the texts in new ways that would not be
possible without the unique tools the website provides.

Most of us were introduced to the AlHatorah learning site in
high school and knew its basic functionality. Neima revealed to us
many additional facets of the website that enable it to cater to any
learner. We were fascinated by the seemingly magical ways the site
can elevate our understanding of the text and personalize the site to
our learning style. At a click, it can reveal how often a particular
word appears in each book of Tanach, can call up any and every
commentary, display art that depicts the Biblical scene you are
studying, and even contains PDF files attached to commentaries
that display images of manuscripts of the ancient text!

Neima extended thanks to all of AlHatorah’s users and
encouraged us to give user input as the website flourishes on that.
We were all so impressed by the versatility of the website and are
excited to incorporate its tools into our research and learning!

Rav David Stav - February 20, 2023

It was an enormous privilege to be able to meet Rav David Stav,
a groundbreaking figure in Israeli society through his role as the co-
founder and chairman of Tzohar and the Chief Rabbi of the city of
Shoham. Rav Stav is so busy that he asked us to come to his home
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at 10:30 at night! Rav Stav introduced us to what his organization,
Tzohar, does by connecting it to current events in Israel, in
particular, the uproar over judicial reform. He shared that a major
divide between Israeli citizens is how they define their identity, and
what they assume those identities mean. Whether one identifies as
secular, traditional, Modern Orthodox, Religious Zionist, or
Chareidi, tension is caused because many believe that the more
“Jewish” you become, the less democratic you are. This kind of
friction was also extremely evident when Yitzchak Rabin was
assassinated in 1995. The high tensions during that difficult time
was what alerted Rav Stav to the need to bridge the gap between
different segments of Israeli society and was what prompted him to
create what eventually became Tzohar.

One of the main flash points between the religious and the
secular in Israel is the obligation to get married strictly through the
Rabbanut. Many secular Israelis don’t want a religious wedding
and/or may be unable to verify that they’re Jewish, in which case
the Rabbanut will not allow them to get married. Tzohar steps in
and aids the couple by running religious weddings in ways that are
much more palatable to secular couples, and by presenting
information about Jewish weddings and other life cycle events in
ways that convey how beautiful and inspiring Judaism can be. In
addition, Tzohar created a Jewish Roots Investigation Unit called
Shorashim, which has successfully authenticated the Jewish identity
of over 40,000 Jews.

Another point of tension was the monopoly the Rabbanut had
on all hechsherim for restaurants in Israel. Many restaurant owners
were frustrated by different aspects of working with the Rabbanut.
Because of this, Tzohar created their own hechsher and set a high
standard for how Kashrut services should be. Rav Stav was proud
to share that many businesses enjoy working with Tzohar as their
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supervisors not only inspect the Kashrut but also help with other
duties in the restaurant every day.

In addition to all of these amazing projects, Rav Stav also works
with Giyur Ke-Halacha which is an Orthodox conversion court that
helps Israelis from different backgrounds and circumstances. He
had converted 8 children that very day!

Rav Stav ended by encouraging us that with hard work and
dedication, we too can make a lasting impact on society. It was truly
inspiring to hear from someone who has done so much to improve
Medinat Yisrael, and who believes in our ability to do the same.

Shoshanna Keats Jaskoll - Decemeber 12, 2022

On December 12, we were very excited to hear from Shoshanna
Keats Jaskoll, co-founder of Chochmat Nashim, an organization
whose mission is to advocate on behalf of women and to challenge
extremist trends within Orthodox society. Shoshanna started by
sharing her personal background. She grew up in Lakewood, New
Jersey, home to a very devout Jewish community but her own
family was not particularly observant. She was taught by her
grandparents who were Holocaust survivors to always stand up for
what is right. Because of this, she fought anti-Semitism in her public
high school. She pointed out that the erasure of women is a recent
phenomenon - she didn’t notice it until moving to Israel later on in
life. A watershed moment for her was accompanying her aunt, who
was struggling as an aguna, to Beit Din. That experience led her to
believe that change was not going to be top-down, and inspired her
to become an activist seeking to make positive changes within the
Jewish community.

Shoshanna’s activism led to her co-founding Chochmat Nashim.
She emphasized that it is imperative to work amongst the
community in order to see change, as the Torah belongs to every
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Jew and we each have the responsibility to bring justice and
meaningful change to the community. An inspiring example of this
was when she was asked by a supporter if there was a way to create
stock photos of Jewish women in order to help break the stigma
against pictures of women appearing in the public sphere. She
wasn’'t sure how to proceed but nonetheless posted about it on
Facebook. She received over 250 responses by women volunteering
to help in every possible way. Together they produced a photo bank
supplied with thousands of photos of proud Jewish women. This is
just one of the many projects Chochmat Nashim has spearheaded that
demonstrate the power and importance of community in creating
change. When asked how she is able to continue to do her work
despite the negativity she sometimes faces, Shoshanna shared that
she focuses on the beauty of Judaism, and added that the fact that
change can have a lasting impact drives her, no matter the issue. We
left inspired to try to do our own part to better the world.

Rabbi Dr. Moshe Koppel - January 2, 2023

Next we had the privilege of hearing from Rabbi Dr. Moshe
Koppel, a brilliant scholar, computer scientist, and political activist.
After making Aliyah, he spent several years teaching mathematics
and computer science at Bar Ilan University, and then somewhat
serendipitously discovered an interest in Israeli law. He started
volunteering at the Kenesset and was offered a position on the
committee that was working on drafting a potential constitution for
the State of Israel. He later joined the sub-committee that worked to
define what it means for Israel to be the nation-state of the Jewish
people. Through meeting with people and politicians across the
spectrum of Israeli politics, he discovered that he was often able to
bridge their disagreements and reach compromises that everyone
could agree to. Though Israel has yet to ratify any constitution, a
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section of what Rabbi Dr. Koppel and his colleagues crafted was
passed as the Nation-State Law in 2018.

Rabbi Dr. Koppel then partnered with one of his colleagues to
establish the Kohelet Policy Forum. Kohelet’s central goals are to
solidify Israel’s identity as the nation-state of the Jewish people, and
to strengthen Israel’s commitment to representative democracy,
individual liberties, and free-market principles.

In addition, Rabbi Dr. Koppel launched Dicta in 2018, a non-
profit organization that utilizes artificial intelligence to provide
cutting-edge analytical tools for Hebrew texts, thereby enabling
learners to obtain an unmatched understanding of these texts.

Rabbi Dr. Koppel's inspiring achievements truly exemplify how
just one person can make a huge impact in vastly different realms
of society.

Yael Unterman - January 9, 2023

The Matmidot were excited to hear from one of Lindenbaum’s
very own alumna, Yael Unterman! In addition to being an actress,
life coach, actor, editor, and author, Yael teaches Torah through a
method developed by Peter Pitzele called Bibliodrama. Similar to
improv, in Bibliodrama, the participants make up the script as the
scene progresses. But, unlike improv, the topic in Bibliodrama is
always an event or person in Tanach! The participants use their
knowledge of the text, midrash, and commentaries, as well as their
own imaginations and interpretations to put themselves into the
minds of the characters in Tanach and imagine what they might have
felt and thought as the events described about them unfolded. In
our particular Bibliodrama, we delved into the character of Miriam
and explored different moments of her life. We considered how she
might have felt, and answered questions in first person, speaking as
though we ourselves were Miriam. I found it to be a fascinating form
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of storytelling, as well as a powerful new way to explore a Biblical
character. We each had a different perspective on Miriam and
hearing each others” thoughts enabled us to appreciate the intricacy
of Miriam’s character. We also understood from this exercise that
there are many ways of interpreting the Torah’s ambiguities and we
appreciated that we could be creative in interpreting those
ambiguities in the narrative. When closing the session, Yael shared
a thought by Rabbi Twerski who said that the Torah needs to be
fresh and new to every generation. This idea resonated with us as
we had just been amazed by a compelling and eye-opening new
way of approaching characters in the Torah.

Rabbanit Yael Nitzanim - Januaru 23, 2023

The Matmidot were excited to have the opportunity to learn
more about the background of our own beloved, inspirational
Rabbanit Yael Nitzanim. Rabbanit Dena explained in advance that
the goal of this session was to meet with someone less than 10 years
older than us who is on the path to becoming a strong leader of Am
Yisrael, so that we could gain insight into the kinds of decisions,
options, and programs we might consider in our own journeys.

Rabbanit Yael shared that she grew up in a Reform Jewish
household, her father was a Reform rabbi, and she was free to
observe Modern Orthodoxy in her house. She chose to study in a
Chabad high school and learn general studies through an online
program, and then she dedicated two years to learning Torah in
Migdal Oz. From there, she obtained a BA in Linguistics from
Princeton. Though she was hesitant to return to America for
university rather than stay in Israel, she ultimately was grateful to
have returned to America for college. Her experience on a campus
with a relatively small Jewish community pushed her to take
advantage of the many leadership opportunities.
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After finishing university, Rabbanit Yael and her husband
Matthew (whom she met at Princeton) both knew they wanted to
pursue a career in Jewish community leadership. Rabbanit Yael was
also determined to achieve a deep understanding of the halachic
process in order to be able to independently answer halachic
questions. So she joined Midreshet Lindenbaum’s Manhigot
program! After two years in the Manhigot program which is
devoted to in-depth study of halacha, Rabbanit Yael realized that she
needed to deepen her expertise in Gemara in order to be able to truly
grasp the halachic process. Though it posed some significant
logistical challenges, she embarked on a two-year course of
intensive Gemara study at Drisha. Upon completing the 2 years, her
plan is to return to Lindenbaum’s Manhigot program to delve back
into the rigorous study of halacha, this time armed with a deeper
grasp of Gemara.

Rabbanit Yael was open about some of the difficult choices she
faced, such as sacrificing time with her infant son in order to further
her learning. Another challenge she shared with us was coping with
the grief of the passing of her father during her first year of
marriage. Her husband Matthew was serving as a grief counselor in
a hospital that year. Because of this trying experience, they learned
how to be comfortable with grief and how to be there for others
when they go through difficult times. An additional challenge she
and her husband had to learn to navigate was balancing their busy
schedules in a way that enabled them to each work toward their
professional goals, spend time with each other, be there for and with
their son, and also meet their financial needs. She shared that she
truly enjoys feeling productive and is determined to chase after her
dreams even if that means making bold decisions. We were all
amazed and inspired by Rabbanit Yael's robust achievements so far,
and know that with her passion, enthusiasm, brilliance,
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determination, and perseverance, this is just the beginning. We
know we will be proud to say we were among her first students!

Rabbanit Judy Klitsner - January 30, 2023

We were privileged to meet with Rabbanit Judy Klitsner, an
outstanding author, educator, and international speaker, and we
were given a glimpse into her book Subversive Sequels in the Bible:
How Biblical Stories Mine and Undermine Each Other. We started by
discussing the various ways two stories in Tanach can be connected,
such as by a shared mila mancha (a word that appears repeatedly in
both), semichut parshiyot (the two stories are written next to each
other), or similar themes that appear in both narratives. Through
these different literary devices, a later story can be seen as
interpreting the former. Or, it might challenge the former story and

overturn its conclusions.

After introducing this idea, Rabbanit Judy launched into her
shiur, titled “Patriarchs in Crisis and the Mysterious Non-Jewish
Priests Who Help Them.” We took a closer look at Avraham'’s story
and noticed that the word “bracha” is a mila mancha when Hashem
chooses Avraham, which is ironic as the following sequence of
events depict a downward spiral for Avraham. A famine causes him
to leave the Promised Land for Egypt, where he tells his wife to
claim she is his sister, which leads to her being taken by Pharaoh.
Then his nephew Lot is taken captive and Avraham must fight to
liberate him. Avraham is victorious in the battle and is about to have
a momentous meeting with the king of Sedom who has come out to
greet him (Bereishit 14:17). Yet, before we are told what transpires
between Avraham and the King of Sedom, the Kohen of El Elyon,
Malkitzedek, suddenly appears out of nowhere, greets Avraham,
and even uses the word “baruch" to start the conversation. This is a
critical moment in Avraham’s life as Malkitzedek strengthens him
spiritually, materially, and physically by blessing Avraham and
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giving him bread. The language used by Malkitzedek is later
mirrored in Brit Bein Ha-betarim. We can derive from this that this
encounter with Malkitzedek enables Avraham to redirect the turn
of events into literal brachot and ultimately become the father of
Judaism.

Similarly, in Shemot, Moshe Rabbeinu struggles to become a
leader for the Jewish people. After leaving Pharaoh's palace, Moshe
is constantly looking to bring justice to the people around him. Even
when he arrives in Midian as a fugitive himself, he continues this
streak by saving Yitro’s daughters from the harassment of the other
shepherds. Yitro, who is described as Kohen Midian, hears of
Moshe’s act of justice and insists his daughters bring him home to
eat bread with them, indicating a blessing. Additionally, both Yitro
and Moshe are described as an “ish” (man) which suggests that
Moshe has finally found a like-minded individual. Fast-forwarding
to Bnei Yisrael in the desert, Yitro notices how jam-packed Moshe’s
schedule is as sole leader of Bnei Yisrael and advises him to branch
out and appoint judges. Just like Avraham was assisted by the
mysterious priest, Malkitzedek, to find his inward path, Moshe is
given the tools by Yitro Kohen Midian to actualize his potential as a
leader.

The Torah seems to specifically select these priests to assist the
cornerstones of our nation mainly due to their outsider status,
which enables them to bring new perspectives. Both priests help the
leaders find the qualities they need to achieve success in their role,
for Avraham - tzedaka, and for Moshe - mishpat. Rabbanit Judy ended
on an amazing note by emphasizing the aspect of reversal from the
narratives of Avraham and Moshe to our generation. The Jews are
now able to be an ohr le’goyim, immersed in the outside world while
maintaining moral and pragmatic clarity, tzedek and mishpat.
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Dr. Avivah Zornberg - February 6, 2023

Dr. Avivah Zornberg is a renowned teacher at Matan in
Jerusalem and an illustrious speaker worldwide. She prepared a
shiur on Parashat Beshalach and we could tell from her source sheet
wrapped with annotations along the margins that she was going to
share a profound and exciting idea.

At the beginning of Parashat Beshalach, Bnei Yisrael are nervous
about their departure from Mitzrayim. Knowing the human mind,
Hashem plans accordingly and leads them a more roundabout
route. At Kriat Yam Suf, Bnei Yisrael are itching to return to
Mitzrayim and they cry out to Hashem. Dr. Avivah explained that
like a king who loves his child’s earnest cries, Hashem wanted to
hear us call out to Him. She also explained that at times Bnei Yisrael’s
complaints may sound like prayers which exemplify the
heterogeneity of the Torah.

When examining Miriam’s song in conjunction with Cavelle’s
theory about singing, we learned that the origin of singing is when
the voice is raised to scream. The scream is the first human
experience and it is the true yearning for another world. The pain
and rapture Bnei Yisrael experienced takes them between this world
and the next. The Sefat Emet suggests that the women began to sing
because in Mitzrayim they gave birth to children with no assistance
other than Hashem’s hashgacha. When seeing the sea split clearly by
Hashem’s miracle, they immediately recognized how Hashem
cared for them in Mitzrayim so they cried out in celebration of their
life. This is why the Sefer Me’or writes that in the World to Come,
Bnei Yisrael will experience a transcendence in holiness and will be
led in song by Miriam.
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We all were mesmerized by the way that Dr. Zornberg wove
together pesukim, midrashim, and mefarshim to create beautiful,
uplifting ideas about Yetziat Mitzrayim and Kriat Yam Suf.

Rabbi Dr. Joshua Berman - March 13, 2023

Rabbi Dr. Joshua Berman is a prominent Bible scholar who
defends the belief that God wrote the Torah, as opposed to the
Documentary Hypothesis which posits that there were several
human authors. After reading in advance several of his articles, we
were excited to have the opportunity to ask him questions about his
writings and ideas.

The first question was: Why do you think that Hashem made it
so hard for us to believe that He wrote the Torah? Rabbi Dr. Berman
explained that every civilization has its unique way of
communicating with one another. For example, Ramses the Great 11
engraved three different accounts of his battle and they are all
contradictory. This was done to express three different narratives
within the battle: salvation, Ramses’s prowess, and the impact of a
brigade on his army. No one was troubled by Ramses’s
contradictions as they understood there were different ideas he was
trying to convey.

Additionally, Rav Kook thought that the Torah was structured
purposefully to make an impression on its readers. It was very
common in the pre-modern world to have many versions of the
same story to sculpt different messages. He also shared the
examples of midrash and Josephus’s Antiquity of the Jews, which both
aim to retell the stories in the Torah to get a certain point across.

Another question was: Even if you can reconcile all the
differences and contradictions within the Torah, why does that
necessitate Divine authorship instead of one human author? Rabbi
Dr. Berman explained that though it does not, the system of political
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power that the Torah sets up is so brilliant and innovative that it
attests to a Divine author. The Torah modifies the power of kings,
priests, and temples to allow the common folk to obtain a
partnership with Hashem. Through this perspective, one can clearly
see the Divinity of the Torah.

We continued by asking him about the demographics of his
following. Rabbi Dr. Berman relayed that in addition to his expected
audience within the Modern Orthodox/Dati Le’umi world, his book
has sparked interest even in the Charedi community, and even led
to him spending a fascinating Shabbat in Williamsburg. He also
shared that he feels it is part of his life’s mission to produce books
like Ani Ma’amin to empower as many people as possible to
confidently confront the Documentary Hypothesis and embrace
emuna in the Divine authorship of the Torah as entirely reasonable
and defensible using logical, academic, and scientific arguments.

Dr. Tamar Ross - March 20, 2023

Daniella was sadly unable to attend this session, so the following
summary was written by fellow Matmida, Hadassah Reich.

The Matmidot had the enormous privilege of hearing from a
brilliant philosopher who is one of our own beloved teachers, Dr.
Tamar Ross. We sat in a circle around her living room and started
by each sharing what our Matmidot papers are about. Then Dr. Ross
opened the floor to questions. The questions prompted Dr. Ross to
share some of the most fascinating stories and life experiences we
have ever heard.

We got to learn about Dr. Ross’s upbringing. She told us that her
parents were both Hebrew language lovers, and growing up she
was only allowed to speak Hebrew in the house. Throughout the
session, Dr. Ross got up at least five times to show us a book that
suddenly became relevant to the conversation. We passed around
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an illustrated Pirkei Avot that she learned with her father as a little
girl. We also got to see Dr. Ross’s Hebrew notes from when she was
eight years old! One highlight of the night was when Dr. Ross
invited us into her study, or as she calls it, her Kodesh Kodashim.

After the Q& A, we watched a video titled She'asani Isha that was
made around 20 years ago featuring many important women,
including Dr. Ross and Rabbanit Shani Taragin. It showed different
women’s experiences in Judaism, both in community rituals and
Torah learning. It included various opinions regarding women's
role in the Torah world and showed examples of different “quiet
revolutions,” as the video called it. For example, Midreshet
Lindenbaum (that’s us!) and Yad La’isha, an organization devoted
to freeing agunot which is also part of the Ohr Torah Stone network,
were both featured. All in all, we learned so much about Dr. Ross’s
personal and professional experiences. It was truly a privilege for us
to get to know this beloved and revered teacher in such a personal
way.

Rabbanit Michelle Cohen Farber - May 1, 2023

The Matmidot were eager to hear from Rabbanit Michelle Cohen
Farber, a revolutionary leader in the world of women’s Torah
learning, and a Midreshet Lindenbaum alumna!

During our visit, Rabbanit Michelle shared the story of her own
journey. After earning her degree in Talmud and Bible from Bar-Ilan
University, she continued learning through an advanced program
at Lindenbaum and by attending shiurim of Rav Lichtenstein.
Though she knew she wanted to teach, she first wanted to
accumulate as much learning as she could before starting her career.
After relocating from Jerusalem to Ra’anana, she started teaching at
various institutions but concluded that there weren’t many serious
Gemara teaching opportunities available to her. Though she was
more interested in in-depth Gemara learning, she looked into Daf
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Yomi shiurim online and realized that there weren’t any shiurim that
could be followed by someone who did not already have
background knowledge of Gemara terms and concepts. Thus,
Hadran came into being, and has grown into a powerful tool to
promote women'’s learning, as well as to connect learners from all
different backgrounds around the world.

We had the privilege of learning a sugya from the day’s daf (Sota
33) with Rabbanit Michelle. The Mishna on daf 32a says that fefilla
can be said in any language. The Gemara on 33a challenges this with
a statement of Rav Yehuda who says that one should never ask God
for his needs in Aramaic as it is a language that is not understood
by the ministering angels who deliver our tefillot to Hashem. The
Gemara then resolves this contradiction by stating that there’s a
distinction between individual and communal tefilla. The Rishonim
understand this to mean that since communal prayer gets delivered
to Hashem directly, it is fine for it to be said in a language the angels
do not understand; since individual prayers need to be carried to
God by angels, they can only be said in a language the angels
understand.

Rabbanit Michelle brought our attention to a commentary called
the Be’er Sheva. He notes that it was the common minhag (practice)
at his time for women to pray in whatever language they spoke
rather than in Hebrew, and he raises the question of how to
reconcile that practice with the sugya on Sota 33a that concludes that
individual tefilla can only be said in Hebrew! The Be’er Sheva
proposes that perhaps only davening in Aramaic specifically poses
an issue but other languages are permitted. Why would Aramaic be
treated differently than other languages? He initially cites the
possibility that Aramaic is viewed as a disgusting language as it is
a distortion of Hebrew, but he then disproves this theory.
Ultimately, he concludes that God specifically wanted to hide one
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language from the angels so that Am Yisrael could compose
beautiful tefillot in that language without making the angels jealous
of our ability to praise God so skillfully. He chose Aramaic and this
explains why some of our most central fefillot, such as Kaddish, are
in that language. Rabbanit Michelle pointed out that in order to
justify the common practice of his time, the Be’er Sheva interpreted
the Gemara in a way that is not the peshat - that individual prayer is
not limited to Hebrew but rather can be said in any language other
than Aramaic.

Rabbanit Michelle then brought our attention to the Mishna
Berura who quotes the Chatam Sofer as prohibiting communal prayer
in languages other than Hebrew unless it is recited that way only
once in a while. She pointed out that this too contradicts the peshat
of the sugya, which concludes that communal prayer can be said in
any language. Rabbanit Michelle explained that the Chatam Sofer
was battling the nascent Reform movement, one of whose platforms
was davening in the vernacular.

We were amazed by the depth that Rabbanit Michelle added to
our understanding of the sugya. She helped us appreciate the
different factors that mefarshim and poskim have to weigh when
interpreting a sugya, and we grew in our respect for their expertise
and creativity. We were enthralled by Rabbanit Michelle’s vibrant
energy and passion for sharing Torah, and were inspired by the way
she is dedicating her life to promoting women’s Torah learning.

Rabbanit Shani Taragin - May 15, 2023

As we walked into Rabbanit Shani Taragin's house, we were
greeted by her warm personality and were amazed that in addition
to an exciting shiur titled “Miracles at Midnight,” she had dinner
and dessert prepared for us! She started by pointing out the striking
similarities between Pesach and Shavuot just from looking at the
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text in Vaykira 23, where Hashem instructs Bnei Yisrael to keep
Pesach and count until Shavuot. There were also countless
fascinating similarities between the narrative of Yetziat Mitzrayim
and Megillat Rut, such as the unique and close relationships between
in-laws, as seen with Yitro and Moshe and also with Naomi and
Rut.

Additionally, the great miracle of being freed from Mitzrayim
was described as occurring “n%%n »gna 'pn.” Although there are
many other instances throughout Tanach which take place during
the night-time, the only other use of this phrase is in Megillat Rut,
marking it as a paradigm of geula. Rabbanit Shani emphasized via
this example and a few other similarities that it was because of
Boaz’s unconditional chessed that the geula is derived from Megillat
Rut. Specifically, Boaz’s chessed of allowing Rut to rest on the
threshing floor foreshadows David’s purchase of a threshing floor
to build the Beit Ha-mikdash. One of Rabbanit Shani’s main
takeaways from Megillat Rut is that it's truly about learning the
tremendous impact of our chessed. The Midrash Rabba on Rut says
that Hashem saw all of the chessed that was done by Boaz, Rut, and
Nomi which inspired Hashem to do His own chessed.

We were also grateful to hear Rabbanit Shani talk about her
journey in deciding to go into chinuch! Surprisingly, growing up
Rabbanit Shani was very interested in both science and Torah. She
thought when entering college that she wanted to pursue a career in
medicine but pondered the challenges it might entail. She shared
that she strives to not only be “good” at something, but to fully
actualize her potential and give her all to her endeavors. She
concluded that going into chinuch was the best choice for her and it
is extremely evident through all of the amazing work she does for
so many organizations and the passion conveyed through her
amazing shiur!
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Rabbanit Shira Mirvis - May 22, 2023

We had the amazing privilege of hearing from Rabbanit Shira
Mirvis, the spiritual leader of Shirat Ha-Tamar, a flourishing
congregation located in the Tamar neighborhood of Efrat. She
started by telling us about her background as the daughter of
Moroccan immigrants growing up in Jerusalem. She told us that
after completing her National Service, she studied at Midreshet
Lindenbaum where she saw a new depth to Talmud Torah that
drew her in and made her fall in love with learning. She went on to
get a degree in Psychology, and after getting married, served as the
Eim Bayit for Lindenbaum! After going on shelichut in Los Angeles
for a few years, she knew she wanted to continue learning, but also
knew it wasn’t financially realistic for her family, so she applied for
and landed a job working at the Jewish Agency. Before she actually
started the job, her husband noticed she wasn’t excited about it, and
he asked her what she would do if money were no object. She
immediately answered that she would continue learning. Her
husband told her that then that’s what she should do and so she
returned to the world of the Beit Midrash, studying Tanach and then
Gemara at Matan. After becoming the head of the Beit Midrash at
Matan, she realized that there was a gap in her understanding of the
halachic process, so she strengthened her Gemara skills once again
at Matan and then proceeded to learn in the five-year Manhigot
halacha program at Lindenbaum.

While Rabbanit Shira was in the Halacha program, she and her
family moved to a new area of Efrat, the Tamar, and she served on
her shul’s board. She and her husband came to realize that the shul
was not the right fit for their family, and so they joined a different
smaller shul in the Tamar. Rabbanit Shira’s involvement with the
shul gradually increased via giving shiurim and divrei Torah, and
more and more of the shul members began coming to her with their
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halachic questions. She realized that her role in the shul was
profound when the Gabbaim insisted that she be the one to give the
drasha before the shofar-blowing on Rosh Ha-shana. Then she was
contacted by Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, the Chief Rabbi of Efrat, who
told her that he wanted the shul to officially recognize her as its
spiritual leader. The shul put it to a vote of all of its members and
Rabbanit Shira was chosen by a large majority. The shul had a
beautiful and meaningful event to recognize her as its spiritual
leader at which she was given a beautiful bracha by Rav Riskin.

Shirat Ha-Tamar provides women with an active role in
communal fefilla by allowing and encouraging women to give the
drasha, to read the haftara, and by passing the Sefer Torah to the
women'’s section. She strives to make Torah and halacha as accessible
as possible to her congregants.

We were fascinated and inspired to hear from someone who
didn’t have a road paved ahead of her and nonetheless persevered
to pave a road of her own and make amazing things happen!
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