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“The name of the first [river] is Pishon. It
surrounds the entire land of Chavilah, where there is gold. And the
gold of that land is good.” (Gen. 2:11–12)



“Where there is gold” – this refers to the words of Torah, which
are more desirable than much fine gold.



“And the gold of that land is good” – this teaches that there is no
Torah like the Torah of the Land of Israel.1
(Bereishit Rabbah 16:4)

[image: tmp_4c5345a5d700fe4bffc8bbf2eab18910_QeTvCk_html_m3cc593ce.gif]

1 For more on the special qualities of
the Torah of the Land of Israel, see “Bereishit: The Torah
of Eretz Yisrael.”
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Preface

 


I consider myself a reasonably rational person, but
sometimes one makes decisions based on factors that only become
clearer later on. My decision to study at Mercaz HaRav seemed
natural enough at the time, but looking back, I can see that
objective criteria would have perhaps indicated a different
choice.

In the spring of 1981, I spent a few weeks searching
for a suitable yeshivah in Israel for the coming year. Together
with several friends, we toured various institutions, until we made
our last stop, the Jerusalem yeshivah founded by Rabbi Abraham
Isaac Kook in 1924.

I will never forget that first visit to Mercaz
HaRav.1 Over the years, I have visited and studied in a
wide variety of yeshivot in America and in Israel, great and small,
“black-hat” and “knitted-kippah,” Zionist, non-Zionist, and
anti-Zionist. But this building in the Kiryat Moshe neighborhood of
Jerusalem possessed some intangible quality – a vibrant idealism,
an electricity in the air – that I have never encountered
elsewhere. It was as if an aura of the supernal light mentioned so
often in Rav Kook’s writings had somehow descended and enveloped
his yeshivah.

By that time, of course, Rav Kook2 was no
longer alive. Even his son, Rabbi Tzvi Yehudah Kook, already in his
early 90’s, was so ill that the only class he was still able to
teach was a Saturday night lecture at his home. (He passed away the
following year.) Nonetheless, there was something special about the
atmosphere at Mercaz HaRav that enchanted me. I admit, the decision
to enter Mercaz HaRav was not fully based on rational, logical
factors. I cannot claim that I was drawn by the scholarship of the
faculty or the erudition of the lectures, since I had not been in
the country long enough to fully understand classes in Talmud
delivered in rapid-fire Hebrew. And I had never even studied any of
Rav Kook’s writings. But the special atmosphere that I felt there,
a wonderful combination of seriousness and joy, of “rejoicing in
trembling,” convinced me that this is where I wanted to study.

In the yeshivah, one seemed to absorb the Torah
philosophy of Rav Kook by osmosis. At other yeshivas, I had sensed
the holiness in the Torah study and prayer, but this was a holiness
that came from one’s private connection to God. In Mercaz HaRav,
one felt that his personal avodat Hashem (service of God)
was part of the spiritual connection between the soul of the nation
and the God of Israel. When studying in the Beit Midrash,
there was an atmosphere of excitement and creative energy, a sense
that we were part of a much larger entity. Our intellectual efforts
were not just about our own private spiritual growth; we were
helping establish the spiritual foundations of the nation.

In truth, these impressions did not come from
nowhere. Rabbi Tzvi Yehudah Kook was an educator par excellence,
and made sure his father’s Torah philosophy pervaded the yeshivah
milieu, through his lectures, the pamphlets edited by Rabbi Shlomo
Aviner (“Sichot HaRav Tzvi Yehudah”), and the classes of his
disciples. It was impossible for a student to spend more than a
short time at the yeshivah without imbibing such concepts as “This
people I have formed for Myself [in order that] they will speak my
praises,”3 the Jewish people as “a heart among the
nations,”4 and the Keitz HaMeguleh, the manifest
commencement of the era of redemption.5 There were, of
course, regular lectures in Rav Kook’s writings. Three in
particular enabled me to access these sublime realms of divine
lights and ideals. Rabbi Shlomo Aviner’s Sunday night lectures in
Orot HaTorah, with his high-pitched French-accented Hebrew
and entertaining sense of humor, were a wonderful introduction to
the basic concepts in Rav Kook’s thought. My second introduction
was an early morning study session with Rabbi Moshe
Kantman.6 Before morning prayers, we would study
Orot HaTeshuvah, Rav Kook’s treatise on the subject
of repentance. As the Jerusalem sun sent its morning rays into the
yeshivah library where we sat, we read Rav Kook’s poetic
description of “currents of penitence… flaring out like the waves
of fire on the sun’s surface,” flooding the universe with an
unimaginably varied gamut of hues and colors (4:1). I could almost
feel the warmth of these spiritual waves of teshuvah washing
over me, and would bask in the confluence of physical and
metaphysical light.

My third major introduction was a class in
Orot delivered by Rabbi Yehoshua Zuckerman early Shabbat
morning in the original yeshivah building on Rav Kook Street. A
small cadre of yeshivah students would briskly make their way
across a still sleepy Jerusalem, walking in the middle of streets
empty of their usual busy traffic. In a room adjacent to Rav Kook’s
study, we listened as Rabbi Zuckerman explained the Rav’s
expositions on the special inner bond connecting the people of
Israel to their land, the unique spiritual gifts of the Land of
Israel, the cosmic significance of Israel’s national rebirth, and
our national mission.

Rabbi Tzvi Yehudah Kook often quoted the Aramaic
translation of Isaiah 12:3, “And you shall joyfully draw water from
the springs of redemption.” According to Targum Yonatan,
this “water” is a metaphor for Torah: “You will joyfully receive a
new teaching [of Torah] from the elite of the righteous.” In other
words, the era of redemption will require a new approach to
Torah.7 A worldview that only deals with the spiritual
aspirations of the individual was no longer sufficient. The
generation of nation-builders needs a Torah that examines the soul
of the nation and its divine mission. How fortunate we are, Rabbi
Tzvi Yehudah would exclaim, to have merited learning this renewed
Torah from the select righteous!

* * *

Rav Kook, upon whose writings this work is based,
was blessed with a lyric soul. In his hands, even prose was
magically transformed into a form of poetry. The great Hebrew poet
Haim Nahman Bialik once commented that, while his style was perhaps
more elegant than Rav Kook’s, that was due to his meticulous
efforts at polishing his sentences. Rav Kook, on the other hand,
wrote only once – kulmus rishon – without erasing or
correcting.

I believe that a straight translation of Rav Kook’s
writings, besides the near impossibility of maintaining their
original poetic resonance, would fail to achieve the author’s aim.
Rav Kook sought to present the inner teachings of Torah, especially
the philosophical concepts expressed by the Talmudic sages in the
Aggadah and the Midrash, in a literary format that would appeal to
the people of his time. A literal translation creates a work
containing elements of early 20th century Hebrew literature
together with classical rabbinical scholarship. Neither of these
styles particularly speaks to the contemporary English-speaking
reader, certainly not without extensive notes. Therefore I have
forgone any attempt to translate,8 preferring to
summarize the basic ideas and present them in a succinct style that
will be accessible to the modern reader, even one lacking an
extensive background in Hebrew language and literature. My hope is
that many readers will be inspired to study Rav Kook’s writings in
their beautiful poetic Hebrew.9

The translation of Biblical and Talmudic sources is
my own. When translating verses from the Pentateuch, I was heavily
influenced by Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan’s excellent translation in the
“Living Torah,” although I found that it was often necessary to
translate more literally so that the reader will be able to grasp
the Talmudic and Midrashic exegesis (and sometimes Rav Kook’s own
original interpretation of the text). While I have tried as much as
possible to limit Hebrew expressions in this book,10 I
have avoided certain terms that have taken on non-Jewish
connotations in English (such as “priests” and “saints”),
preferring in these cases to retain the original Hebrew words
(kohanim and tzaddikim).

As for myself, I can only quote Moses’ admission, “I
am not a man of words.” When I began writing these short essays,
they were meant simply to be a way of maintaining contact with
former students via email. To my great surprise, however, they seem
to have taken on a life of their own. They found their way on to
various websites and newsletters, and an email distribution list of
a few students mushroomed over the years into thousands. For the
sake of this book, I have tried to polish them up a bit, so that
the writing style will not embarrass the richness of ideas
contained within.

In these difficult and trying times, it is
especially crucial that we clarify and deepen our connection to the
Torah and the Land of Israel. I hope my efforts in bringing Rav
Kook’s thought to the English-speaking audience will help promote a
renewal of our inner ties, on both the individual and national
levels, to Torah and Eretz Yisrael.

Chanan Morrison

Mitzpeh Yericho, Israel

1 Shevat 5766 / January 30, 2006

www.ravkooktorah.org
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1 The yeshivah’s official name is the
“Central Universal Yeshivah” – an indication of the institution’s
central role in Rav Kook’s vision for the spiritual revitalization
of the Jewish people. Rav Kook, however, lacked the financial
backing needed to establish a proper yeshivah. Instead, he
initiated its modest beginning as a small group (or center,
Mercaz) of yeshivah students associated with HaRav,
as the chief rabbi of Eretz Yisrael was deferentially
referred. The name Mercaz HaRav stuck, despite the
yeshivah’s transformation over the years into one of the largest
and most influential Torah academies in Israel.





2 In this book, “Rav Kook” always refers to Rabbi
Abraham Isaac HaKohen Kook (1865–1935), the first Chief Rabbi of
pre-state Israel. For an account of his life, see An Angel Among
Men by Rabbi Simcha Raz, translated by Rabbi Moshe Lichtman
(Jerusalem: Kol Mevaser, 2003). I have provided a summarized
timeline of Rav Kook’s life in an appendix.



3 From Isaiah 43:21, defining the national mission of
the Jewish people as sanctifying God’s name in the world.



4 From Rabbi Yehudah HaLevi’s classic work, The
Kuzari (II:36), indicating the organic connection between the
Jewish people and the other nations.



5 Based on Sanhedrin 98a. When the Land of Israel
bursts forth in agricultural productivity, this is a clear sign of
redemption, as the land metaphorically greets the returning nation
with its fruits and produce.



6 Rabbi Kantman is worthy to be the subject of a book in
his own right. Born in pre-war Holland, he survived the Holocaust
by posing as a Protestant clergyman. He made aliyah to Israel after
the war, and, drawn one day to the music of learning as he walked
near Mercaz HaRav, he began studying there. At age 48, he commenced
rabbinical training at the yeshivah, and completed the five-year
program – twice. Despite requests by Rabbi Shapira, the head of the
yeshivah, to give classes, Rabbi Kantman prefers studying
one-on-one with younger students. At the advanced age of 85, he
still dances up a storm at the weddings of the yeshivah
students.



7 Hence, the inspiration for this book’s subtitle, “A
New Light on the Weekly Torah Portion.”



8 With the exception of five short passages that I have
chosen as an introduction to each of the Five Books of Moses.



9 Rav Kook was aware, of course, that his writings were
not light reading. He once remarked, “Studying my philosophical
works, such as Orot, requires great effort and hard work.
They cannot be read on the sofa like a newspaper” (Shivchei
HaRe’iyah, p. 246). When asked why he does not write in a
simpler, more popular style, Rav Kook responded, “In the near
future, someone will write [my ideas] in a popular fashion, and
they will be widely understood and accepted. But I do not think
that I am the one to do this” (ibid., p. 233).



10 I have compiled a short glossary of Hebrew terms in
an appendix.


  

Sefer Bereishit
– The Book of Genesis






The Conversation of the Patriarchs

One spark from the lives of the Patriarchs,
from their holiness and from the sublime, divine power of their
greatness, gives an ever-increasing light that revives the people
of Israel in the end of days with a permanent renascence. And with
them, gradually, the entire world. This spark is greater and more
sublime than all of the revealed holiness to be found within the
framework of faith and religiosity, Torah and mitzvot, of the
replicated continuation derived from offshoots of the descendants.
“The conversation of the Patriarch’s servants is superior to the
Torah of their descendants.”2 This “Patriarchal
conversation” gives life to the final generation with a hidden
love.



Like “a candle in the midday sun,”3 the paltry lights
are dispelled. The chutzpah, inside of which God’s spirit proudly
beckons, drives them off.4 The truly great
tzaddikim recognize this secret and will defend the holy. In
their sublime wholeness, they will connect the Torah of the
children to the conversation of the Patriarchs and their
servants….5 [This connection] is the redemption of the
descendants.



(Orot, pp. 66–67)

[image: tmp_4c5345a5d700fe4bffc8bbf2eab18910_QeTvCk_html_m3cc593ce.gif]

1 This short essay is based on the
Midrashic remark that the Torah is more verbose in retelling the
conversations of Abraham’s servant (in his search for a wife for
Isaac) than in its legal sections, where important laws may be
derived even from a single letter. According to Rav Kook, this
phenomenon is due to the cosmic importance of the Patriarch’s
activities in settling the Land and founding the people of Israel.
With the return of the Jewish people to their land, the apparently
mundane activities of once again settling the Land and
reestablishing national institutions of government, economy,
language, etc., take on a significance, on par with the practical
mitzvot. This connection of holy occupation shared by the
Patriarchs and the generation of redemption is reflected in the
daily prayer, “He remembers the kindnesses of the Patriarchs and
brings a redeemer to their offspring.”

2 Bereishit Rabbah 60.

3 Chulin 60b.

4 The Mishnah in Sotah 49b
describes the generation before the redemption as one in which
“brazenness will increase.” This chutzpah, according to Rav Kook,
will serve a positive function by driving away small faith in order
to make way for a greater, truer light.

5 The task of the truly righteous is to
bridge and harmonize between the current acts of national revival
and the Torah and its mitzvot.


  

Bereishit

Tasty Fruit Trees1

 


The account in the Torah describing Creation and the
beginnings of humanity is not particularly encouraging. We read of
Adam’s sin, the murder of Abel, the origins of idol worship, the
corrupt generation of the Flood, and so on.

The Kabbalists used the term shevirat
hakeilim, breaking of the vessels, to describe the many
difficulties that occurred in the process of creating the world.
With this phrase, they wished to convey the idea that the limited
physical realm was incapable of accepting all of the spiritual
content that it needed to contain. Like a balloon pumped with too
much air, it simply burst.

The Midrash (Bereishit Rabbah 5:9) relates
that these failings were not only with the human inhabitants of the
universe, but also with the heavenly bodies (a power struggle
between the sun and the moon) and even with earth itself. The
“vessels broke” on many different levels.

What was the “rebellion of the earth”?

God commanded the earth to give forth “fruit trees
producing fruit” (Gen. 1:11). The earth, however, only produced
“trees producing fruit” (Gen. 1:12). God’s intention, the Midrash
explains, was that the trees would be literally fruit trees – i.e.,
the taste of the fruit would be in the tree itself. Were one to
lick the bark of an apple tree, for example, it would taste like
apple. What does this mean? Why should the trees taste like their
own fruit?

Appreciating the Path

Rav Kook explained that the Midrash is describing a
fundamental flaw of nature. One of the basic failings of our
limited world is that we are unable to appreciate the means – the
path we take towards a particular goal – as much as we value the
goal itself. We set for ourselves many goals, both short-term and
long-term; and we are usually excited, even inspired, by the vision
of accomplishing our final objectives. But how much exhilaration do
we feel in our laborious, day-to-day efforts to attain these
goals?2

A number of factors – the world’s material
character, life’s transient nature, and the weariness of
spirituality when confined to a physical framework – contribute to
the current state of affairs, so that we can only sense true
fulfillment after attaining the ultimate goal.

God’s intention, however, was that the soul would be
able to feel some of the inspiration experienced when contemplating
a sublime goal also during the process of achieving that end. This
is the inner meaning of the Midrash: the means (the fruit tree)
should also contain some of the taste, some of the sense of
satisfaction and accomplishment, that we experience in the final
goal (the fruit).

In the future, the flaws of Creation will be
corrected, including the sin of the earth. The world’s physical
nature will no longer obstruct the resplendent light of the ideal
while it is being accomplished through suitable means. Then we will
be able to enjoy genuine awareness of the ultimate purpose that
resides within all preparatory activity.

[image: tmp_4c5345a5d700fe4bffc8bbf2eab18910_QeTvCk_html_m3cc593ce.gif]

1 Adapted from Orot
HaTeshuvah 6:7.

2 For example, one may be inspired to
write a book, but it is uncommon that the tedious chores of
proofreading, checking sources, etc., are anticipated eagerly and
enthusiastically.


  

Bereishit

The Age of the Universe1

 


Contradictions between science and Torah appear
particularly irreconcilable with respect to the Torah’s description
of the creation of the world and the beginnings of mankind. Are
these accounts meant to be taken literally? Should we believe that
the universe came into existence some 5,760 years ago? Must we
reject the theory of evolution out of hand?

In a letter written in Jaffa in 1905, Rav Kook
responded to questions concerning evolution and the geological age
of the world. He put forth four basic arguments:

1. Even to the ancients, it was well known that
there were many periods that preceded our counting of nearly six
thousand years for the current era. According to the Midrash
(Bereishit Rabbah 3:7), “God built worlds and destroyed
them” before He created the universe as we know it. Even more
astonishing, the Zohar (Vayikra 10a) states that
there existed other species of human beings besides the “Adam” who
is mentioned in the Torah.

2. We must be careful not to regard current
scientific theories as proven facts, even if they are widely
accepted. Scientists are constantly raising new ideas, and all of
the scientific explanations of our time may very well come to be
laughed at in the future as imaginative drivel.

3. The fundamental belief of the Torah is that God
created and governs the universe. The means and methods by which He
acts, regardless of their complexity, are all tools of God, Whose
wisdom is infinite. Sometimes we specifically mention these
intermediate processes, and sometimes we simply say, “God formed”
or “God created.”

For example, the Torah writes about “the house that
King Solomon built” (I Kings 6:2). The Torah does not go into the
details of Solomon speaking with his advisors, who in turn
instructed the architects, who gave the plans to the craftsmen, who
managed and organized the actual building by the workers. It is
enough to say, “Solomon built.” The rest is understood, and is not
important. So too, if God created life via the laws of evolution,
these are details irrelevant to the Torah’s central message,
namely, the ethical teaching of a world formed and governed by an
involved Creator.

4. The Torah concealed much with regard to the
process of creation, speaking in parables and ciphers. The act of
creation – which the mystics refer to as Ma’aseh Bereishit –
clearly belongs to the esoteric part of Torah (see Chaggigah
11b). If the Torah’s account of creation is meant to be understood
literally, what then are its profound secrets? If everything is
openly revealed, what is left to be explained in the future?

God limits revelations, even from the most brilliant
and holiest prophets, according to the ability of that generation
to absorb the information. For every idea and concept, there is
significance to the hour of its disclosure. For example, if
knowledge of the rotation of the Earth on its axis and around the
sun had been revealed to primitive man, his courage and initiative
may have been severely retarded by a fear of falling. Why attempt
to build tall structures on top of an immense ball turning and
whizzing through space at high velocity? Only after a certain
intellectual maturity, and scientific understanding about gravity
and other compensating forces, was humanity ready for this
knowledge.

The same is true regarding spiritual and moral
ideas. The Jewish people struggled greatly to explain the concept
of Divine providence to the pagan world. This was not an easy idea
to market. Of what interest should the actions of an insignificant
human be to the Creator of the universe? Belief in the
transcendental importance of our actions is a central principle in
Judaism, and was disseminated throughout the world by her daughter
religions. But if mankind had already been aware of the true
dimensions of the cosmos, and the relatively tiny world that we
inhabit, could this fundamental concept of Torah have had any
chance in spreading? Only now, that we have greater confidence in
our power and control over the forces of nature, is awareness of
the grandiose scale of the universe not an impediment to these
fundamental ethical values.

To summarize:


	
Ancient Jewish sources also refer to worlds
that existed prior to the current era of six thousand years.



	
One should not assume that the latest
scientific theories are eternal truths.



	
The purpose of the Torah is a practical one
– to have a positive moral influence on humanity, and not to serve
as a primer for physicists and biologists. It could very well be
that evolution, etc., are the tools by which God created the
world.



	
Some ideas are intentionally kept hidden, as
the world may not be ready for them, either psychologically or
morally.
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Bereishit

The Torah of Eretz Yisrael1

 


“And the gold of that land is good.” (Gen.
2:12)

 


Why is the Torah suddenly interested in the quality
of gold? Was this verse written for prospectors of rare metals?

The Midrash (Bereishit Rabbah 16:4) explains
that the land referred to is Eretz Yisrael (the Land of
Israel), and the precious commodity is none other than the Torah
itself. The Midrash then declares, “This teaches that there is no
Torah like the Torah of the Land of Israel.”

This is a pretty remarkable statement. Is there
really a different Torah in the Land of Israel? And in what way is
it superior to the Torah studied outside of Israel?

Details and General Principles

According to Rav Kook, the Torah of Eretz
Yisrael is fundamentally different in its method and scope. The
Torah of the Diaspora focuses on the details – specific laws and
rules. The Torah of the Land of Israel, on the other hand, uses a
more holistic approach. It connects those details with their
governing moral principles.

This approach is particularly needed in our time of
national renascence. We must reveal the truth and clarity of our
divine treasure. We must demonstrate the beauty and depth of
practical mitzvot, by endowing them with the light of the mystical
and philosophical side of the Torah. And the true depths and
foundations of Torah can only be experienced in the Land of
Israel.

The Individual and the Nation

The contrast in Torah between the prat and
the klal, the details and the whole, also exists on a second
level.

The Torah of the Diaspora concerns itself with
developing the spiritual potential of the individual. The Torah of
Eretz Yisrael, on the other hand, relates to the nation as a
whole. This Torah deals with physical and spiritual needs of a
nation who, as an organic whole, sanctifies God’s name in the
world. The Torah of Eretz Yisrael occupies itself with a
long list of national institutions belonging to this special
people, including kings and prophets, the Temple and
Sanhedrin, Levites and kohanim, Sabbatical and
Jubilee years.

All of the ideals that are dispersed and diluted in
the Diaspora, become relevant and united in the Land of Israel. In
Eretz Yisrael, the life of the individual derives its
existential meaning from the nation’s crowning destiny and is
uplifted through the nation’s spiritual elevation.
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1 Adapted from Orot HaTorah, chap.
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Noah

The Walk of the Righteous1

 


Not all tzaddikim are equal. Different
individuals attain different levels of holiness and righteousness.
The Torah calls our attention to these distinctions when it
describes Noah and Abraham with similar yet slightly different
phrases.

Regarding Noah, the Torah states that he “walked
with God” (Gen. 6:9). To Abraham, on the other hand, God commanded,
“Walk before Me” (Gen. 17:1). Noah walked with God, while
Abraham walked before God. What is the difference? Which is
better?

Interestingly, we find in the Torah a third
expression for living a holy life. The Torah charges us to “walk
after the Lord, your God” (Deut. 13:5). Where does “walking
after God” fit in?

Repairing the Universe

We must first examine this metaphor of “walking.”
Why not “standing with God” or “running with God”?

After Adam sinned and the natural order underwent a
drastic shift, God did not seek to correct the world
instantaneously. Rather, humanity was to gradually correct itself,
repairing the universe in stages until “the earth will be filled
with awareness of God” (Isaiah 11:9). This is the inner
significance of the “walk” of the righteous: a slow but steady
moral progression.

Similarly, the Sages wrote2 that prophecy
is not revealed to the world all at once, but in a measured
fashion, according to our ability to receive and assimilate it.
This principle is true for all forms of divine wisdom.
Enlightenment is granted to each generation in a measure
appropriate for that generation, in order to uplift it and prepare
it for the future.

Before the Torah’s revelation at Sinai, the world
was not ready to receive its full light. Enlightenment is only
bestowed according to the world’s capacity to accept it.
Nonetheless, the universe always contained a hidden potential for
its future spiritual level, when it could absorb the Torah’s
light.

Two Paths of Progress

How does this explain the difference between the
“walk” of Noah and Abraham? Before Sinai, there were two paths of
spiritual growth. The first path was to perfect oneself according
to the spiritual state appropriate for that generation. This is
called “walking with God”: perfecting oneself in accordance
with the divine ideals and aspirations that were ordained for that
time.

A higher path was to aspire to a level beyond the
normal state for that era. This was an extraordinary spiritual
effort, in order to prepare for and hasten the highest level of
enlightenment – that of the Torah itself. This striving for the
spiritual betterment of future generations is referred to as
“walking before God,” or walking ahead of God.

The Torah tells us that Noah “walked with
God.” Noah was just and good according to the standards ordained
for his time. For this reason, the Torah emphasizes that Noah was
“faultless in his generation.” His level of righteousness
corresponded to the moral expectations for his generation.

Abraham, on the other hand, sought to awaken the
entire world to integrity and holiness. Abraham “walked
before God,” preparing the world for the greatest
enlightenment, the Torah. Since Abraham helped ready the world for
the Torah, the Sages wrote that he fulfilled the Torah before it
was given (Yoma 28b).

Striving for Sinai

What about the third form of walking, “walking
after God”? Once the Torah was given, and God revealed the
purest divine light, we struggle to merit the pristine light that
was revealed and subsequently hidden from us. It is impossible for
us to reach the enlightened state of Sinai without first correcting
our various faults. Therefore, we cannot be expected to “walk with
God,” and certainly not “before God.” All we can hope for is to
“walk after God” – to strive after the historic level of
enlightenment that was revealed at Sinai. In our efforts to reach
this level, we prepare ourselves to approach this state of
enlightenment, until God “renews our days as of old” (Lamentations
5:21).
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1 Adapted from Midbar Shur, pp.
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2 “Rabbi Acha said: even prophecy that
rests on the prophets does so in a [set] measure” (Vayikra
Rabbah 15:2).


  

Noah

Permission to Eat Meat1

 


After God destroyed His world by water, making a
fresh start with Noah and his family, God told Noah,

Every moving thing that lives shall be food
for you. Like plant vegetation [which I permitted to Adam], I have
now given you everything.... Only of the blood of your own lives
will I demand an account. (Gen. 9:3, 5)

Up until this point, humanity was expected to be
vegetarian. But after Noah and his family left the ark, God allowed
them to eat everything – except other people. Why was permission to
eat animals given at this time?

Temporary Allowance

Given the violence and depravity of the generation
of the Flood, it was necessary to make allowances for humanity’s
moral frailty. If mankind was still struggling with basic moral
issues – such as not murdering his fellow human – why frustrate him
with additional prohibitions on less self- evident issues?

After the Flood, God lowered the standards of
morality and justice He expected of humanity. We would no longer be
culpable for slaughtering animals; we would only be held
accountable for harming other human beings. Then our moral
sensibilities, which had become cold and insensitive in the
confusion of life, could once again warm the heart.

If the original prohibition against meat had
remained in force, then, when the desire to eat meat became
overpowering, there would be little distinction between feasting on
man, beast, or fowl. The knife, the axe, the guillotine, and the
electric pulse would cut them all down, in order to satiate the
gluttonous stomach of “cultured” man. This is the advantage of
morality when it is connected to its Divine Source: it knows the
proper time for each objective, and on occasion will restrain
itself in order to conserve strength for the future.

In the future, this suppressed concern for the
rights of animals will be restored. A time of moral perfection will
come, when “No one will teach his neighbor or his brother to know
God – for all will know Me, small and great alike” (Jeremiah
31:33). In that era of heightened ethical awareness, concern for
the welfare of animals will be renewed.

Preparing for the Future

In the interim, the mitzvot of the Torah prepare us
for this eventuality.

The Torah alludes to the moral concession involved
in eating meat, and places limits on the killing of animals. If
“you desire to eat meat,” only then may you slaughter and eat
(Deut. 12:20). Why mention the “desire to eat meat”? The Torah is
hinting: if you are unable to naturally overcome your desire to eat
meat, and the time for moral interdiction has not yet arrived –
i.e., you still grapple with not harming those even closer to you
(fellow human beings) – then you may slaughter and eat animals.

Nonetheless, the Torah limits which animals we are
allowed to eat, only permitting those most suitable to human
nature.2 The laws of shechitah (ritual
slaughtering) restrict the manner of killing animals to the
quickest and most humane. With these laws, the Torah impresses upon
us that we are dealing with a living creature, not some automaton
devoid of life. And after slaughtering, we are commanded to cover
the blood, as if to say, “Cover up the blood! Hide your
crime!”

These restrictions will achieve their effect as they
educate the generations over time. The silent protest against
animal slaughter will become a deafening outcry, and its path will
triumph.
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1 Adapted from Talelei Orot, ch. 8
(quoted by Nechama Leibowitz, Iyunim Besefer Bereishit, pp.
55–6). See also Otzerot HaRe’iyah vol. II, pp. 88–92.

2 According to Maimonides (Guide for
the Perplexed III: 48), the animals permitted for food are
those most suitable for the human body, and “no doctor will doubt
this.” Nachmanides disagreed, explaining that the permitted animals
are the ones most suitable for the human soul. On Lev.
11:13, he wrote that “birds of prey will always be impure, for the
Torah distanced them [from us as food] since their blood is warm in
their cruelty… and they put cruelty in the heart [of those who eat
them].... It is likely that the animals are similarly [prohibited],
since those that chew their cud and have split hooves do not
prey.”


  

Noah

The Rainbow in the Clouds1

 


After the Flood, God informed Noah:

I will make My covenant with you, and all
flesh will never again be cut off by the waters of a flood. This is
the sign of the covenant that I am placing between Me, you, and
every living creature that is with you, for all generations: I have
set My rainbow in the clouds... The rainbow will be in the clouds,
and I will see it to recall the eternal covenant. (Gen.
9:11–16)

How does the rainbow symbolize God’s covenant never
again to destroy the world by a flood? Why does the Torah emphasize
that the rainbow is “in the clouds”? And most importantly, what is
the meaning of this promise never again to flood the world? Does
this imply that the Flood was unjust? Or did God change His
expectations for the world?

The rainbow is not just a natural phenomenon caused
by the refraction of light. The “rainbow in the clouds” represents
a paradigm shift in humanity’s spiritual development.

Pre-Flood Morality

Before the devastation of the Flood, the world was
different than the world we know; it was younger and more vibrant.
Its physical aspects were much stronger, and people lived longer
lives. Just as the body more robust, the intellect was also very
powerful. People were expected to utilize their intellect as a
guide for living in a sensible, moral fashion. The truth alone
should have been a sufficient guide for a strong-willed individual.
Ideally, awareness of God’s presence should be enough to enlighten
and direct one’s actions. This was the potential of the pristine
world of the Garden of Eden.

Rampant violence and immorality in Noah’s
generation, however, demonstrated that humanity fell abysmally
short of its moral and spiritual potential. After the Flood, God
fundamentally changed the nature of ethical guidance for the human
soul. The sign that God showed Noah, the “rainbow in the clouds,”
is a metaphor for this change.

Greater Moral Guidance

The rainbow represents divine enlightenment, a
refraction of God’s light, as it penetrates into our physical
world. Why does the Torah emphasize that the rainbow is “in the
clouds”? Clouds represent our emotional and physical aspects, just
as clouds are heavy and dark (the Hebrew word geshem means
both “rain” and “physical matter”). The covenant of the “rainbow in
the clouds” indicates that the Divine enlightenment (the rainbow)
now extended from the realm of the intellect, where it existed
before the Flood, to the emotional and physical spheres (the
clouds). God’s rainbow of light now also penetrated the thick
clouds of the material world.

How was this accomplished? The Divine light became
“clothed” in a more physical form – concrete mitzvot. God gave to
Noah the first and most basic moral code: the seven laws of the
Noahide code.2 These commandments served to bridge the
divide between intellect and deed, between the metaphysical and the
physical.

We can now understand God’s promise never again to
flood the world. After the Flood, a total destruction of mankind
became unnecessary, as the very nature of human ethical conduct was
altered. Our inner spiritual life became more tightly connected to
our external physical actions. As a result, the need for such a
vast destruction of life, as occurred in the Flood, would not be
repeated. Of course, individuals (and even groups and nations)
retain the free choice to sink to the level of savages and
barbarians. But the degree of immorality will never again reach the
scope of Noah’s generation, where only a single family deserved to
be saved.
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2 The seven commandments given to Noah
were: 1. No idolatry; 2. No blasphemy; 3. No murder; 4. No
stealing; 5. No eating limbs from a live animal; 6. No incest or
adultery; 7. Establish a court system (Sanhedrin 56b).


  

Leich Lecha

“Be Complete!”1

 


When Abraham was 99 years old, God appeared to him,
announcing the mitzvah of brit milah
(circumcision).

He said, “I am God Almighty. Walk before Me
and be complete. I will make a covenant (brit) between Me
and you.” (Gen. 17:1–2)

What was Abraham’s immediate reaction? He literally
fell on his face. The Talmud (Nedarim 32b) writes that when
Abraham heard God command him, “walk before Me and be complete,”
his entire body began to shake. Abraham was confused and mortified.
“Perhaps there is something improper in my actions?” But Abraham
calmed down when God began to command him to circumcise himself and
his household. Why was Abraham comforted to hear that God was
referring to brit milah?

A Higher Prophetic Level

We perceive the outside world through various
gateways. These include the five physical senses, and our powers of
intellect and reason. And there exists an additional portal – the
faculty of prophecy. We cannot truly fathom this unique gift, the
product of a hidden connection between the soul and the body. For
this reason, prophecy, unlike pure intellectual activity, involves
the powers of imagination, desire, and other baser aspects of the
mind.

When God charged Abraham, “Be complete,” Abraham
feared that he was lacking in his intellectual dedication in
serving God. This would be a fault for which a righteous individual
like Abraham would certainly be held accountable.

But when Abraham heard that God was referring to the
mitzvah of circumcision, his concerns were put to rest. Brit
milah serves to refine the special connection between body and
soul. It deals with a sphere that is beyond human comprehension –
and accountability. God’s command was not that Abraham needed to
rectify some error or character flaw, but rather to bestow upon him
a unique covenant, one which would enable him to attain a purer,
higher level of prophecy.

With this gift, Abraham would be able to “walk
before God.” The word hit’halech (“walk”) is in the
reflexive tense; Abraham would be able to “walk himself,” as it
were, and progress on his own, before God.
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Leich Lecha

Sanctity in Space1

 


Abraham rose early in the morning, to the
place where he had [previously] stood before God. (Gen. 19:27)

What does it mean that Abraham “stood before God”?
The Talmud understood this phrase to refer to
prayer.2

A Set Place for Prayer

From the fact that Abraham returned to the place
where he had prayed in the past, the Sages deduced that Abraham had
designated a particular spot for prayer.

Rabbi Helbo said: Anyone who has a set
location for his prayers will be assisted by the God of Abraham.
And when he dies, they will say about him, “What a pious
individual! What a humble person! He was a disciple of our
forefather Abraham.” (Berachot 6b)

In what way is a person who sets aside a place for
prayer a humble individual? What makes him a disciple of Abraham?
Why is it so praiseworthy to always pray in the same location?

Spatial Holiness

We are accustomed to the idea that holiness is a
function of space. Different places have different degrees of
sanctity. The synagogue is holier than the Beit Midrash
(house of study), the Beit Midrash is holier than an
ordinary home, and an ordinary home is holier than the bathhouse.
Levels of sanctity are also a geographic reality. The Land of
Israel is holier than outside of Israel, Jerusalem is holier than
other parts of Israel, the Temple Mount is holier than the rest of
Jerusalem, and so on.

When examined by cold logic, however, our sense of
holiness in space raises questions. Does not God’s glory fill the
entire universe? Are not the limitations of space and location
irrelevant to God? Why should it matter if I pray to him in the
synagogue – or in the bathhouse? What difference is there to God
between the inner sanctum of the holy Temple and a Los Vegas
casino?

Elevating the Imagination

Rav Kook explained that a fundamental truth is at
work here: whatever contributes to our ethical and spiritual
improvement merits divine providence. Our moral perfection is
dependent not only on the intellect, but on the refinement of all
of our faculties, including our powers of imagination. Anything
that elevates our emotions and imagination, directing them towards
good deeds and refined character traits, merits divine
providence.

A set location for prayer is a powerful mechanism
for uplifting the imagination. Sanctity of place greatly enhances
our sense of holiness. Because of its importance in developing this
aspect of human nature, there is divine providence to help us
succeed in this area.

Intellectual Humility

What makes this conduct humble? The essence of
religious humility is preventing the intellect from belittling
matters of spiritual value, even though logically they appear to be
baseless. We live not by the intellect alone. Good deeds are the
ultimate measure of true living, and our actions are greatly
influenced by our imagination and feelings.



Abraham exemplified this form of intellectual
modesty. He arrived at belief in the Creator through his powers of
logic and reasoning.3 But when he was tested in the
Akeidah, the Binding of Isaac, Abraham relied solely on his
faith in God. He chose to disregard all arguments of reason and
logic. Anyone who follows in Abraham’s footsteps, and sets aside a
special location for prayer, is elevating his imaginative and
emotive powers. He is a disciple of Abraham, emulating his traits
of humility and piety.
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Leich Lecha

Mamrei’s Advice1

 


The Sages made an astounding statement about Abraham
and the mitzvah of brit milah (circumcision).
According to the Midrash (Tanchuma VaYeira 3), Abraham only
circumcised himself after consulting with his friend Mamrei. “Why
did God reveal Himself to Abraham on Mamrei’s property? Because
Mamrei gave Abraham advice about circumcision.”

Could it be that Abraham, God’s faithful servant,
entertained doubts whether he should fulfill God’s command? What
special difficulty did circumcision pose that, unlike the other ten
trials that Abraham underwent, this mitzvah required the counsel of
a friend?

Abraham’s Dilemma

Abraham was afraid that if he circumcised himself,
people would no longer be drawn to seek him out. The unique sign of
milah would set Abraham apart from other people, and they
would naturally distance themselves from him. Additionally, people
would avoid seeking his instruction out of fear that Abraham might
demand that they too accept this difficult mitzvah upon themselves.
As the Midrash in Bereishit Rabbah (sec. 47) says, “When God
commanded Abraham to circumcise, he told God, ‘Until now, people
used to come to me; now they will no longer come!’”

This side effect of brit milah deeply
disturbed Abraham. It negated the very goal of Abraham’s life and
vision – bringing the entire world to recognize “the name of God,
Lord of the universe” (Gen. 21:33). If isolated, Abraham would no
longer be able to carry on with his life’s mission.

This then was Abraham’s dilemma. Perhaps it was
preferable not to fulfill God’s command to circumcise himself. On
the personal level, Abraham would lose the spiritual benefits of
the mitzvah, but the benefit to the entire world might very well
outweigh his own personal loss.

Mamrei’s Advice

Mamrei advised Abraham not to make calculations
regarding a direct command from God. God’s counsel and wisdom
certainly transcend the limited wisdom of the human mind.

For his sage advice, Mamrei was rewarded midah
kneged midah (in like measure). Since Mamrei respected the
ultimate importance of God’s commands, placing them above human
reasoning, he was honored with the revelation of divine prophecy on
his property.

God’s Plan

In fact, Abraham’s fears of isolation were realized.
From the time of Isaac’s birth, people began to avoid him. Abraham
himself sent away the children of his concubines “from before his
son Isaac” (Gen. 25:6), and God commanded him to send away
Ishmael.

All of this was God’s plan. God wanted Abraham to
concentrate his energies in educating Isaac. For in Isaac resided
the seed for repairing and completing the entire world. It was
necessary to first nurture the initial sanctity of the Jewish
people. The enlightenment and elevation of the world that Abraham
so desired would be realized through the spiritual influence of his
children.
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Vayeira

The Salt of Sodom1

 


The Torah vividly contrasts the kindness and
hospitality of Abraham’s household with the cruelty and greed of
the citizens of Sodom. When visitors arrived at Lot’s home, the
entire city, young and old, surrounded the house with the intention
of molesting his guests. Lot’s attempts to appease the rioters only
aggravated their anger.

Washing after Meals

The Talmud makes an interesting connection between
the evil residents of Sodom and the ritual of washing hands at
meals. The Sages decreed that one should wash hands before eating
bread, as a form of ritual purification, similar to partial
immersion in a mikveh (ritual bath). The rabbinical decree
to wash hands before meals is based on the purification the
kohanim underwent before eating their terumah
offerings.

The Talmud in Chulin 105b, however, gives a
rather odd rationale for mayim acharonim, washing hands
after the meal. The Sages explained that this washing removes the
salt of Sodom, a dangerous salt that can blind the eyes. What is
this Sodomite salt? What does it have to do with purification? How
can it blind one’s eyes?

The Selfishness of the Sodomites

In order to answer these questions, we must first
understand the root source of Sodom’s immorality. The people of
Sodom were obsessed with fulfilling their physical desires. They
concentrated on self-gratification to such a degree that no time
remained for kindness towards others. They expended all of their
efforts in chasing after material pleasures, and no energy was left
for helping the stranger.

Purifying the Soul While Feeding the Body

A certain spiritual peril lurks in any meal that we
eat. Our involvement in gastronomic pleasures inevitably increases
the value we assign to such activities, and decreases the
importance of spiritual activities, efforts that truly perfect us.
As a preventative measure, the Sages decreed that we should wash
our hands before eating. Performing this ritual impresses upon us
the imagery that we are like the priests, eating holy bread baked
from terumah offerings. The physical meal we are about to
partake suddenly takes on a spiritual dimension.

Despite this preparation, our involvement in the
physical act of eating will reduce our sense of holiness to some
degree. To counteract this negative influence, we wash our hands
after the meal. With this ritual cleansing, we wash away the salt
of Sodom, the residue of selfish preoccupation in sensual
pleasures. This dangerous salt, which can blind our eyes to the
needs of others, is rendered harmless through the purifying ritual
of mayim acharonim.

[image: tmp_4c5345a5d700fe4bffc8bbf2eab18910_QeTvCk_html_m3cc593ce.gif]

1 Adapted from Ein Ayah vol. I, p.
21.


  

Vayeira

Combating Evil1

 


A careful reading of the Torah’s account clearly
indicates that Lot did not deserve to be saved on his own merits
alone:

When God destroyed the cities of the plain,
God remembered Abraham; and He sent out Lot from the upheaval when
He overturned the cities in which Lot lived. (Gen. 19:29)

Why was Lot not rescued on the basis of his own
merits? He certainly did not participate in the infamous Sodomite
cruelty towards visitors. Why was he allowed to escape only because
“God remembered Abraham”?

Challenging Sodom

The need for God to destroy Sodom shows the
importance of chesed (kindness) in our world. It
demonstrates the extent of ruin that results from a society lacking
this critical trait.

In any ideological conflict, opposition to a
particular position can take one of two forms. Some people may
reject a position on the basis of its expected consequences. But if
they only denounce and point out its negative aspects, they are
only partially confronting the objectionable position. True
opposition is only achieved when we can present a positive
alternative that promises to govern society in a better and more
just fashion.

The problem with Sodom was not just that the people
of Sodom were cruel. Rather, the very fabric of the Sodomite
society was corrupt, based on their abhorrence of kindness. They
based their municipal regulations on an ideology of selfishness and
self-interest.

Lot and Abraham

To combat Sodom, it was not enough to merely reject
their philosophy. It was necessary to present a comprehensive
blueprint for a society guided by the traits of kindness and
generosity.

Lot rejected the cruel ways of Sodom. By virtue of
his association with Abraham, Lot recognized the importance of
chesed. On a private level, he invited strangers and tried
to protect them. But Lot was unable to present an alternative
vision of society based on kindness.

Abraham, on the other hand, was a different story.
His life was centered on developing and promoting the ideal of
chesed. Abraham established chesed as a fixed and
organized trait for both the individual and the community. As God
Himself testified,

For I have known [Abraham], that he will
command his children and his household after him, and they will
keep God’s ways, doing righteousness and justice. (Gen. 18:19)

For this reason, Lot did not deserve to be saved
from Sodom on his own merits. Unlike his uncle Abraham, he
presented no alternative vision, and did not properly contest the
Sodomite ideology of cruelty.

How to Fight Evil

This is an important lesson for us. Our rejection of
ideologies that contradict the Torah’s ethical ideals should not be
limited to negative criticism. It is insufficient to merely point
out the harmful or false aspects of an ill-conceived plan. Rather,
we need to open an offensive front by presenting a positive outlook
based on true values – just as Abraham and his vision of
chesed stood in direct opposition to the Sodomites’
philosophy of egocentric cruelty.
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Vayeira

The Binding of Isaac1

 


The great merit of Abraham’s trial of the
Akeidah (the Binding of Isaac) is mentioned repeatedly in
our prayers. It is a theme of central importance to Judaism. Yet
one could ask a simple question: What is so profound, so amazing
about the Akeidah? After all, it was common among certain
pagan cults to sacrifice children (such as the idolatry of Molech).
In what way did Abraham show greater love and self-sacrifice than
the idol- worshippers of his time?

Monotheism on Trial

Rav Kook addressed this issue in a letter penned in
1911. The absolute submission that idolatry demanded – and received
– was not just a result of primitive mankind’s fearful attempts to
appease the capricious gods of nature. Even the most abject
paganism reflects the truth of the soul’s deep yearnings for
closeness to God. Even the most abase idolatry is profoundly aware
that the Divine is more important than anything else in life.

With the introduction of Abraham’s refined
monotheism in the world, it was necessary to counter the objection
of paganism: can the Torah’s abstract concept of God compete with
the tangible reality of idols? Can monotheism produce the same raw
vitality, the same passionate devotion, as paganism? Or is it
merely a cold, cerebral religion – theologically correct, but tepid
and uninspiring?

Through the test of the Akeidah, Abraham
demonstrated to the world that, despite the intellectual refinement
of his teachings, his approach lacked none of the religious fervor
and boundless devotion to be found in the wildest of pagan rites.
His refined Torah could match idolatry’s passion and fire without
relying on primitive imagery and barbaric practices.
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1 Adapted from Igrot HaRe’iyah
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Chayei Sarah

Princess of Her People and the Entire World1

 


Universal Message

God changed both Abraham and Sarah’s names: from
Abram to Abraham, and from Sarai to Sarah. What is the significance
of this name change? The Talmud in Berachot 13a explains
that both changes share a common theme.

The name Abram means “father of Aram.” At
first, Abraham was only a leader of the nation of Aram, but in the
end, he became a spiritual leader for the entire world. Thus, he
became Avraham – Av hamon goyim, the father of many
nations.

The name Sarai means “my princess.” In the
beginning, she was only a princess for her own people. In the end,
though, she became Sarah – “the princess” – the
princess of the entire world. In other words, the teachings of
Abraham and Sarah were transformed from a local message to a
universal one. Yet the Talmud tells us that there was a fundamental
difference in these name changes. One who calls Abraham by his old
name has transgressed a positive commandment. No such prohibition,
however, exists for using Sarah’s old name. Why?

Abraham’s Thought, Sarah’s Torah

Rav Kook distinguished between the different
approaches of these two spiritual giants. Abraham’s teachings
correspond to the philosophical heritage of Judaism. He arrived at
belief in the Creator through his powers of logic and reasoning,
and used arguments and proofs to convince the people of his time.
As Maimonides (Laws of Idolatry 1:9, 13) wrote, “The people would
gather around him and question him about his words, and he would
explain to each one according to his capabilities, until he
returned him to the way of truth.”

The Torah of Sarah, on the other hand, is more
closely aligned with good deeds, proper customs, and practical
mitzvot. Thus, the Midrash (Bereishit Rabbah 60:15)
emphasizes the physical signs of her service of God – a cloud
hovering at the entrance to the tent, a blessing in the dough, and
a lamp burning from one Sabbath eve to the next.

The philosophical content of Judaism is universal in
nature. Abraham’s ideals – monotheism, chesed, helping
others – are relevant to all peoples. It is important that Abraham
be recognized as a world figure in order to stress the universal
nature of his teachings. He must be called Abraham, “the father of
many nations.”

Practical mitzvot, on the other hand, serve to
strengthen and consolidate the national character of the Jewish
people. From Sarah, we inherited the sanctity of deed. These
actions help develop the unique holiness of the Jewish people,
which is required for the moral advancement of all nations. In this
way, Sarah’s Torah of practical deeds encompasses both the national
and universal spheres. Sarah, while “the princess” of the world,
still remained “my princess,” the princess of her people.
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1 Adapted from Ein Ayah vol. I, p.
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Chayei Sarah

Burial in the Double Cave1

 


According to tradition, Sarah was not the first
person to be buried in the Machpelah cave in Hebron; already buried
there were Adam and Eve. Subsequently three more couples joined
them: Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, Jacob and Leah.

Why was this burial cave called Machpelah?
Machpelah means “doubled.” The Talmud in Eiruvin 53a
explains that it is a double cave, containing two rooms or two
floors. The Talmud tells of one scholar who risked entering the
cave. He found the Avot (the Patriarchs and Matriarchs) in
one room, and Adam and Eve in the second.

What is the significance of the Machpelah cave
having two rooms? In general, what is the function of burial?

Two Paths

There are two paths of spiritual growth and
enlightenment, each with its own advantages. The first path
utilizes our natural faculties of reasoning and analysis. When
functioning properly, our powers of intellect can achieve wonderful
results. They enable us to acquire precious character traits, and
serve God through an inner awareness.

However, the mind is bound to and influenced by the
body. When the body is drawn by cravings for physical pleasures,
the mind also loses its direction. These physical desires can
distort our perceptions and warp our reasoning, and we are left
without guidance to enlightened living.

Therefore, God created a second method for spiritual
growth: the Torah. The Torah is independent of the physical body,
unaffected by its proclivities and desires. It is an immutable
guide to the path of integrity and holiness. Certainly the powers
of the human mind can never provide for the same level of sanctity
as that attained through the God-given instructions of the Torah
and its mitzvot.

Yet, the path of the human intellect retains a
special advantage. The observance of mitzvot, while very lofty, has
no direct influence on the body itself. The body is still attracted
to physical desires, and remains at odds with the Torah’s spiritual
goals.

Optimally, the two methods should be combined. If
performance of mitzvot can awaken the heart and inspire the mind, a
harmony is established between our physical actions and our inner
awareness. Since the mental faculties are part of our basic nature,
when the mind connects with the Torah, the physical side also
becomes integrated with the precepts of the Torah. This refinement
of the body could not have occurred without combining together the
Torah with our natural powers of intellect and reason.

Death and Burial

After the sin of Adam, death was decreed upon
humanity. This was not an arbitrary punishment. The purpose of
death is to separate body and soul, enabling both to be repaired
and refined. The soul, unburdened with the body’s physical desires,
is mended and refined in the World of Souls.

The body also requires spiritual correction. It too
was formed in God’s image, and has tremendous spiritual power when
it complements the holiness of the soul. While the soul is
corrected in the World of Souls, the body is repaired through
burial, as it returns to its original elements.

Refining the Body

What does this have to do with the Machpelah cave?
Burial in the double cave is a metaphor for the two methods by
which the body is refined and elevated.

The first method, utilizing human intelligence and
reason, is exemplified by Adam and Eve. The first man and woman
were created with the highest level of pristine talents and powers.
With their robust mental faculties, Adam and Eve embody the use of
native intellect and reasoning for spiritual advance.

The Patriarchs and Matriarchs, on the other hand,
were the origin of the Jewish people, paving the way for the
Torah’s revelation at Sinai. They represent the second spiritual
guide, that of the Torah.

The double burial cave of Machpelah combined
together these two paths. One room contained Adam and Eve, the
pinnacle of natural intellectual capability. The second room hosted
the Avot, the progenitors of the Torah. The name of the
city, Hebron, comes from the word hibur (“connection”),
hinting at the combination of both paths of elevating the body.
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Chayei Sarah

Isaac’s Afternoon Prayer1

 


Isaac went out to meditate (lasu’ach)
in the field toward evening. (Gen. 24:63)

The meaning of the word lasuach is unclear,
and is the subject of a dispute among the Biblical commentators.
The Rashbam2 wrote that it comes from the word
si’ach, meaning “plant.” According to this interpretation,
Isaac went to oversee his orchards and fields. His grandfather
Rashi,3 however, explained that lasu’ach comes
from the word sichah, meaning “speech.” Isaac went to
meditate in the field, thus establishing the afternoon prayer.

Why does the Torah not use the usual Hebrew word for
prayer? And is there a special significance to the fact that Isaac
meditated in the afternoon?

The Soul’s Inner Prayer

Rav Kook often expanded concepts beyond the way they
are usually understood. Thus, when describing the phenomenon of
prayer, he made a startling observation: “The soul is always
praying. It constantly seeks to fly away to its Beloved.”

This is certainly an original insight into the
essence of prayer. But what about the act of prayer that we are
familiar with? According to Rav Kook, what we call “prayer” is only
an external expression of this inner prayer of the soul. In order
to truly pray, we must be aware of the constant yearnings of the
soul.

The word lasu’ach sheds a unique light on the
concept of prayer. By using a word that also means “plant,” the
Torah is associating the activity of prayer to the natural growth
of plants and trees. Through prayer, the soul flowers with new
strength; it branches out naturally with inner emotions. These are
the natural effects of prayer, just as a tree naturally flowers and
sends forth branches.

Why was Isaac’s meditative prayer said in the
afternoon? The hour that is particularly suitable for spiritual
growth is the late afternoon, at the end of the working day. At
this time of the day, we are able to put aside our mundane worries
and concerns, and concentrate on our spiritual aspirations. Then
the soul is free to elevate itself and blossom.
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2 Rabbi Samuel ben Meir, twelfth-century
Bible commentator and Talmudist.

3 Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki (1040–1105).


  

Toldot

Harnessing the Power of Esau1

 


We know little about the birth of most Biblical
personalities. Yet, the Torah describes in detail the birth of
Jacob and Esau and their respective naming.

The first one came out reddish, hairy all
over like a fur coat. They named him Esau. Then his brother came
out, his hand grasping Esau’s heel. He named him Jacob. (Gen.
25:25–26)

The name Esau means made or completed.
From day one, Esau was full of strength and energy. The name Jacob
(Ya’akov) refers to the fact that he was holding on to
Esau’s heel (ekev). Later on, Jacob is named a second time;
here too, his name refers to his relationship with his brother
Esau. The night before meeting up with Esau, he struggles with a
mysterious stranger. This stranger – according to some, Esau’s
guardian angel – informs him:

Your name will no longer be said to be
Jacob, but Israel. You have struggled with angels and men, and you
have prevailed. (Gen. 32:29)

What is the inner meaning of Jacob’s names? What is
the significance of his grasping on to Esau’s heel? Why does he
have two names?

Restraint versus Control

Just as there are both positive and negative forces
in the world, so too, every person is a composite of positive and
negative traits. We need these negative forces, however; without
their power and vitality, many goals and aspirations would lack the
energy necessary to be realized.

Esau represents the raw, base forces in the world.
His reddish complexion indicated the violent and brutal nature of
his personality. Jacob did not prevent Esau from coming into the
world; after all, the world needs Esau and his raw power. Rather,
Jacob held on to Esau’s heel, holding him back. The name
Jacob refers to this aspect of restraint, reining in the
fierce forces.

Ultimately, however, our goal is not to simply hold
back these negative forces. We aspire to gain control over them and
utilize them, like a hydroelectric dam that harnesses the vast
energy of a raging waterfall for the production of electricity. For
example, the Talmud tells us that a person with blood-thirsty
tendencies should become a shochet (ritual slaughterer) or a
mohel, thus sublimating his violent nature for noble
purposes. This higher aspiration is represented by Jacob’s second
name, Israel, which comes from the root-word sar,
meaning “to rule.”

The name Jacob is appropriate when the Jews
are in the Diaspora. There, they serve as a moral conscience to
partially restrict the wild and violent forces in the world. But
when redeemed and living in their own land, the Jewish people are
able to attain the higher level of Israel. Then they have
the opportunity to demonstrate how a nation may utilize its
material capabilities for constructive and ethical goals.
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Toldot

Jacob’s Hand on Esau’s Heel1

 


The account of Jacob stealing blessings from his
father raises many perplexing questions. How could Isaac not be
aware of the true nature of his twin sons? Why did he insist on
blessing his apparently wicked son Esau? And why was it necessary
for Jacob to get the blessings that his father intended for his
brother?

The Rights of the First-Born

We need to first analyze the concept of
bechorah, the right of the first-born. Why should the family
inheritance be determined by order of birth, without taking into
account the relative merits of the heirs? The Talmud in Baba
Batra 133b discusses this issue, advising against switching the
inheritance, even if the first-born is wicked and his sibling is
righteous. Why? The commentators explain that we should not make
decisions based on the current situation; in the future, worthy
children may come from the evil son.

Still, why not give preference to the son whom we
know to be righteous and will use the inheritance for proper
objectives? Why let the evil son utilize this wealth for corrupt
purposes, just because of a possibility that he may have upright
children?

Segulah Selection

Twelfth-century philosopher Rabbi Yehudah HaLevi
explained the concept of segulah – how a particular people
is chosen by God. The process of divine selection is beyond human
understanding and occurs in a hidden manner.2 The kernel
of light and good is concealed in an enveloping darkness, just as
the spiritual greatness of Abraham could not be foreseen in the
wickedness of his idolatrous father Terach. Only in the time of
Jacob was the segulah nature of his children revealed to
all. At that time it became apparent that his entire family was a
“seed blessed by God.”

Why should this kernel of future good be concealed
in evil and wicked people? Even negative character traits have
their place in the world. Ultimately, they too will serve the
greater good. In order to perfect righteous traits and straight
paths, these bad traits and convoluted ways must be elevated. This
occurs when the righteous are able to utilize them for their true
purpose.

Isaac’s Love for Esau

The process of divine selection must be free to
progress according to God’s design, without human intervention.
Only God knows the path by which the pure will come forth out of
the impure. Therefore, we should not disrupt the inheritance of the
first-born according to what seems to us reasonable and
logical.

Isaac felt that, despite Jacob’s obvious spiritual
and moral superiority, it was not up to him to decide who will
carry on Abraham’s spiritual legacy. Isaac assumed that the
separating of the segulah was not yet complete. Perhaps from
the cruel and brutal traits of Esau, his first-born son, would come
an even greater heir, capable of utilizing and elevating those
destructive traits.

Furthermore, Isaac knew that the world may be mended
in different ways. It could be gently uplifted, as people stream
from every corner of the earth to learn Israel’s teachings of
kindness and truth. Or the world could be rectified through the
complete destruction of those corrupt and violent elements from
which no good will come (as we see in the obligation to destroy
Amalek and the nations of Canaan). Jacob, the gentle scholar in the
tents of Torah, did not possess the temperament necessary to wage
wars and fight against cruel and vicious opponents. How could the
segulah of Israel come from him? True, Jacob was righteous –
but many righteous individuals lived before him whose progeny did
not continue in their path.

Jacob appeared to totally lack these necessary
traits of dominance and power. And Esau was anyway the firstborn, a
sign that he was chosen by God. Isaac valued Esau’s potential to
forcibly correct the entire world. The Torah thus explains Isaac’s
love of his firstborn son: “Isaac loved Esau, for his hunt was in
his mouth” (Gen. 25:28). Isaac appreciated Esau’s ability to hunt
and dominate the beasts, the trait needed to dominate bestial
peoples.

The Torah contrasts the different ways in which
Isaac and Rebecca loved their sons. On the one hand, it says,
“Isaac will love Esau” (with the conversive Vav switching it
to the past tense). Isaac valued Esau’s future, his progeny, not
his present state, that even Isaac could see was savage and
violent. But for Rebecca, the Torah uses the present tense:
“Rebecca loves Jacob.” She loved and appreciated Jacob’s current
state of righteousness.

Esau under Jacob’s Hand

In fact, Jacob did have a connection to his
brother’s traits of cruelty, but these traits were not an integral
part of his soul. This is the significance of Jacob’s hand holding
on to Esau’s heel when they were born. The heel represents
instinctive nature (the Hebrew words for “foot” and “habit,”
regel and hergel, share the same root), while the
hand indicates willed and planned action. Jacob had a hold onto
Esau’s heel, i.e., a connection to those savage traits that were an
intrinsic part of Esau’s nature. For Jacob, however, these traits
were not wild and undisciplined, but under the control of his hand
and mind.3

Jacob will be capable of performing the same brutal
actions as Esau, albeit out of necessity and judicious choice. He
will be distressed by the need to utilize his brother’s
characteristics, but will recognize their usefulness in achieving
the final goal.

Acquiring Esau’s Blessings

Now we understand why Isaac chose to bless Esau. But
why did Jacob need to take his brother’s blessing?

Jacob realized that he was the true spiritual heir,
and he needed the blessings of rule and sovereignty – “nations will
serve you,” “you will be a like a lord over your brother.” But it
was important that his father think that fierce Esau was the object
of the blessing. These blessings require strength and leadership.
They helped Jacob utilize Esau’s traits when necessary, even though
they were not part of his inner nature. Therefore, his mother
clothed him in Esau’s garments. For the sake of the blessings of
stable rule and firm reign, Jacob’s outer appearance needed to be
like that of ruthless Esau.

When Jacob announced to his father, “I am Esau your
firstborn,” he did not truly lie. Jacob had truly acquired his
brother’s traits. He had become Esau, only in a better fashion.
Most certainly, his father had spoken to him in the past about the
need to acquire these negative traits for the sake of serving God.
Jacob could now proudly report to his father, “I have done as you
have requested.” And afterwards, Isaac was able to declare, “I have
eaten of all.” All that I desired to taste, I have found in Jacob.
“Yes, he shall be blessed.”
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1 Adapted from Midbar Shur, pp.
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2 The Kuzari, Part I, par. 95.

3 We find a similar idea with regard to
King David. The Midrash states that Samuel was reluctant to anoint
David as king after he saw David’s ruddy complexion. Samuel feared
this was a sign that David would spill blood like the reddish Esau.
But God responded, “He has beautiful eyes.” Esau killed for his own
pleasure, but David will kill according to the dictates of the
Sanhedrin (the high court), which is called the “eyes of the
people.”


  

Vayeitzei

The Prayers of the Avot1

 


According to the Talmud (Berachot 26b), the
Avot (forefathers) instituted the three daily prayers:


	
Abraham – Shacharit, the morning
prayer.



	
Isaac – Minchah, the afternoon
prayer.



	
Jacob – Ma’ariv, the evening
prayer.





Is there an inner connection between these prayers
and their founders? Rav Kook wrote that each of these three prayers
has its own special nature. This nature is a function of both the
character of that time of day, and the pervading spirit of the
righteous tzaddik who would pray at that time.

The Morning Stand

Abraham, the first Jew, established the first prayer
of the day upon rising from sleep. He would pray at daybreak,
standing before God:

Abraham rose early in the morning,
[returning] to the place where he had stood before God. (Gen.
19:27)

Why does the Torah call attention to the fact that
Abraham would stand as he prayed? This position indicates that the
function of this morning prayer is to make a spiritual stand. We
need inner fortitude to maintain the ethical level that we have
struggled to attain. The constant pressures and conflicts of
day-to-day life can chip away at our spiritual foundation. To
counter these negative influences, the medium of prayer can help
us, by etching holy thoughts and sublime images deeply into the
heart. Such a prayer at the start of the day helps protect us from
the pitfalls of worldly temptations throughout the day.

This function of prayer – securing a solid ethical
foothold in the soul – is reflected in the name Amidah
(“standing prayer”). It is particularly appropriate that Abraham,
who successfully withstood ten trials and tenaciously overcame all
who fought against his path of truth, established the “standing”
prayer of the morning.

Flowering of the Soul in the Afternoon

The second prayer, initiated by Isaac, is recited in
the afternoon. This is the hour when the temporal activities of the
day are finished, and we are able to clear our minds from the
distractions of the world. The soul is free to express its true
essence, unleashing innate feelings of holiness, pure love and awe
of God.

The Torah characterizes Isaac’s afternoon prayer as
sichah (meditation): “Isaac went out to meditate in the
field towards evening” (Gen. 24:64). The word sichah also
refers to plants and bushes (sichim), for it expresses the
spontaneous flowering of life force. This is a fitting metaphor for
the afternoon prayer, when the soul is able to naturally grow and
flourish.2

Why was it Isaac who established this prayer? Isaac
exemplified the attribute of Justice (midat hadin), so he
founded the soul’s natural prayer of the afternoon. The exacting
measure of law is applied to situations where one has deviated from
the normal and accepted path.

Spontaneous Evening Revelation

And what distinguishes Ma’ariv, the evening
prayer? Leaving his parents’ home, Jacob stopped for the night in
Beth-El. There he dreamed of ascending and descending angels and
divine promises. Jacob awoke the following morning awestruck; he
had not been aware of the holiness of his encampment.

He chanced upon the place and stayed
overnight, for it became suddenly night. (Gen. 28:11)

The “chance meeting” – a spiritual experience beyond
the level to which the soul is accustomed – that is the special
quality of the evening prayer. The night is a time of quiet
solitude. It is a time especially receptive to extraordinary
elevations of the soul, including prophecy and levels close to
it.

Unlike the other two prayers, the evening prayer is
not obligatory. This does not reflect a lack of importance; on the
contrary, the essence of the evening prayer is an exceptionally
uplifting experience. Precisely because of its sublime nature, this
prayer must not be encumbered by any aspect of rote obligation. It
needs to flow spontaneously from the heart. The voluntary nature of
the evening prayer is a continuation of Jacob’s unexpected
spiritual revelation that night in Beth-El.
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Vayeitzei

The Blessing of a Scholar’s Presence1

 


After working at Laban’s ranch for 14 years, Jacob
was anxious to return home, to the Land of Israel. Laban, however,
was not eager to let his nephew go. “I have observed the signs,” he
told Jacob, “and God has blessed me for your sake” (Gen.
30:27).

The Talmud (Berachot 42a) points out that
Laban’s good fortune was not due only to Jacob’s industriousness
and hard work. “Blessing comes in the wake of a Torah scholar,” the
Sages taught. The very presence of a saintly scholar brings with it
blessings of success and wealth.

Yet, this phenomenon seems unfair. Why should a
person be blessed just because he was in the proximity of a Torah
scholar?

The Influence of a Tzaddik

To answer this question, we must understand the
nature of a tzaddik and his profound impact on those around
him. The presence of a Torah scholar will inspire even a morally
corrupt individual to limit his destructive acts. As a result of
this positive influence, material benefits will not be abused, and
divine blessings will be utilized appropriately. Such an
individual, by virtue of a refining influence, has become an
appropriate recipient for God’s blessings.

In addition to the case of Laban and Jacob, the
Talmud notes a second example of “Blessing coming in the wake of a
Torah scholar.” The Torah relates that the prosperity of the
Egyptian officer Potiphar was in Joseph’s merit (Gen. 39:5). In
some aspects, this case is more remarkable.

Unlike Laban, Potiphar was not even aware of the
source of his good fortune. Nonetheless, Joseph’s presence helped
raise the ethical level of the Egyptian’s household, making it more
suitable to receive God’s blessings.
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Vayishlach

Reliance on Miracles1

 


Miracles were no novelty for Rabbi Zeira. The Talmud
in Baba Metzia 85a relates that the third-century scholar
fasted for a hundred days in order to protect himself from the
fires of hell. But Rabbi Zeira was not content with theoretical
preparations. Once a month he would test himself by sitting down in
a burning furnace, to see if he would feel the heat. He didn’t.
(Once his clothes were singed, but that story is for another
time.)

Yet, on very windy days, Rabbi Zeira was careful not
to walk among the palm-trees, lest a strong wind should knock a
tree over. His caution in orchards seems bizarre. Why should a man
who can sit unharmed in a burning furnace be concerned about the
possibility of a falling tree?

The Talmud (Shabbat 32a) counsels the
following attitude towards miracles:

One should never put himself in a dangerous
situation and say, “A miracle will save me.” Perhaps the miracle
will not come. And even if a miracle occurs, one’s merits are
reduced.

The Sages learned that one should not rely on
miracles from Jacob. When Jacob returned home after twenty years in
Laban’s house, he greatly feared meeting his brother Esau. He
prayed to God, “I am unworthy of all the kindness and faith that
You have shown me” (Gen. 32:11). The Sages explained Jacob’s prayer
in this way: “I am unworthy due to all the kindness and
faith that You have shown me.” Your miracles and intervention have
detracted from my merits.

We need to examine this concept. What is so wrong
with relying on miracles? Does it not show greater faith? And why
should miracles come at the expense of one’s spiritual
accomplishments?

The Function of Skepticism

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/56915
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
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