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Rabbi Dovid Orlafsky Declares 

That “G-d Believes in You!”

By Daniel Keren
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Rabbi Dovid Orlofsky, world renowned Torah educator was the special Guest at Rabbi Yisroel Reisman’s Agudath Israel of Madison shul in Flatbush for Parshas Vayigash that culminated in his being the Guest Speaker at the Shul’s Annual Melave Malka.


Coming from a non-religious family growing up in North Merrick, Long Island, his father enrolled him in HANC, the Hebrew Academy of Nassau County back in 1964 when all the “experts” thought that Conservative Judaism was going to be the wave of the future and that Orthodox Judaism was only for a diminishing number of aged Jews living in the Lower East Side of Manhattan or certain other parts of Brooklyn.


For close to four decades Rabbi Orlofsky has devoted himself to the field of Jewish education and outreach, speaking to all types of Jews throughout the English-speaking world.


In 1988, he moved to Israel and lives in Yerushalayim with his wife and children and grandchildren. When not travelling around the world to lecture, he teaches in various yeshivas and seminaries in Eretz Yisroel. His newest book awaiting publication shortly is “The Last Book You Read Before You Assimilate.”


In Rabbi Reisman’s shul, he challenged the audience of committed Jews to think about what Judaism or more importantly developing a relationship with G-d should mean to them.


Ironically the growing demographic success of Orthodox Jewry when compared to other groups (i.e. Conservative, Reform, Reconstruction or assimilated) of Jews that are rapidly declining sharply can be a negative force harming the vitality of the individual Jew.


Often when lecturing, one of the difficult questions Rabbi Orlofsky frequently gets from secular audiences is “why do Orthodox Jews smoke?” or on the same page, “why do religious Jews seem to be so miserable?”


When he relayed these questions to other religious Jews, they quickly offered explanations such as the cost of living for a committed Jew is much more expensive (i.e. kosher food costs more, tuition fees are crippling, choices of employment are limited, etc.) that of course life is more difficult and an Orthodox Jew might have a face that shows the reality of such difficulties and tribulations of life.


But Rabbi Orlofsky waved off such excuses and declared that if a religious Jew is miserable, this is because he doesn’t focus on the purpose of his being or his or her unique mission in life.,


Recalling when he first began learning in HANC in 1964 when nobody thought there was a future for Orthodoxy in America, he remembers that the teachers and administration would tell the students that they were very important and each child was needed. They were the future of Judaism and G-d’s purpose in creating the world.


Today, the yeshivas have no problem in filling seats in their classrooms and many have to turn away applicants. And this has unfortunately affected their attitude to both their students and the parent body. If a child is problematic, instead of trying to work with the student, their attitude is rather shape up or else, and we can easily fill your slot in the yeshiva or girls school with three other applicants with the snap of a finger. And kids discarded by such yeshivas are easily on their way to becoming at risk or G-d forbid, off the derecho.


This has resulted in most Jews mistakenly feeling that they aren’t important. Rabbi Orlofsky said that every Jew has an important purpose in this world or G-d would not have created you and if your purpose ceased, you wouldn’t still be in this world.


We should only know that every time we daven, study Torah, perform a mitzvah we are fulling not only our mission but justifying G-d’s creation of the world. It is just that we have no idea of just how much we accomplish in protecting our fellow Jews not only here in America but in Eretz Yisroel and elsewhere in the world each time we recite a perek of Tehillim.


Rabbi Orlofsky spoke of some billboards that someone was paid to put up many years with messages from G-d. One such billboard that affected him was the following message: - “I believe in you,” – signed “G-d).


Everyone has special talents and an ability to make unique accomplishments that nobody else can do and that is why G-d brought you down into this world. It might sound simple but it is very important.


For example, he recalled a woman in Yerushalayim who complained that she wanted to do something important for others. Rabbi Orlofsky asked if she had a college degree. She said “no.” He asked if she had a profession and she answered that she didn’t. He knew that in reality she was overwhelmed by just trying to take care of the house for her husband and children.


However she confided that she could bake good cupcakes. Rabbi Orlofsky said he would think about that talent and get back to her. The next day before he could get back to her, she called and told that she thought to bake 50 delicious cupcakes every month and bring them over to a school with Special Needs children.


A month later she called Rabbi Orlofsky and informed him that she was creating a website for her cupcake project. Stunned he asked why she needed a website. She explained that the school got back and told her just how happy those students were from her delicious cupcakes. Apparently other similar schools heard about her project and asked her to bring similar pastries for their students. There was no way she could bake hundreds or thousands of cupcakes herself, so she recruited other women she knew who could bake them each month or every other month and she now needed a website to keep track of all the schools and the abilities of her fellow volunteers.


Rabbi Orlofsky later was asked by another woman to speak at a fundraiser for an organization she had created that helps provides household supplies for new kallahs from poor families. He asked her where she got the idea to make this gemach and was told that the woman had heard him speak once about a woman who wanted to help others and used her abilities to bake cupcakes. That cupcake story inspired her and no doubt the story of this woman might also inspire others to look into their own abilities and find unique ways of making a difference in the world.


The main message is that each and every one of us must understand that we are important in the eyes of G-d and that not only has he brought us into this world into to carry out mission, but that as the billboard sign said “G-d believes in you!”
Reprinted from this week’s edition of the Jewish Connection.

The Important Lesson
Of the “Egyptian Exodus”

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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"These are the names of the Children of Israel who came to Egypt," begins this week's Torah portion, Shemot. The Midrash explains that the names of the Twelve Tribes which follow, enumerated when they made their descent into the land of Egypt, are mentioned in connection to the Jewish people's eventual redemption from that land.

We see that the narrative which follows tells of the beginning of the Jews' servitude, seemingly the direct opposite of their liberation and redemption. What is the meaning of this apparent contradiction?


Secondly, another opinion in the Midrash states that the names of the Twelve Tribes are mentioned to emphasize that they descended into Egypt with the names Reuven, Shimon... and ascended after the redemption with these very same names. The emphasis is on the merit of the Jewish people, that throughout the Egyptian exile, they did not change their names.


The implication of both these passages is that one must understand the descent into Egypt as a phase in the redemption of the Jewish people, and indeed, as connected with the ultimate redemption which will take place with the coming of Moshiach. In that context, the obligation to recall--and relive--the exodus from Egypt every day serves as a catalyst to bring about Moshiach's arrival.


The Jews' redemption from Egypt, the first of their four exiles, "is a great fundamental principle...of our Torah and faith," according to our Sages. That first redemption represents the opening of the potential for all future redemptions. The freedom which was granted at that time continues at all times.


In a spiritual sense, the exodus from Egypt represents the liberation of the  G-dly soul from the limitations of the body, and in general, of the triumph of the spirit over the limitations inherent in the material world. Our obligation to remember the Exodus every day therefore consists of the following:


Every day, each of us must strive to go beyond his own personal boundaries and limitations;


Our obligation to recall the Exodus at night refers to carrying out our service of G-d during the long "night" of our exile; and


We will also be obligated to recall the exodus from Egypt after Moshiach comes, even though the final redemption will far surpass the one which took place in Egypt. The potential for evil will be totally eradicated, and the Jewish people will never again be exiled.


In fact, the entire period of time from the Egyptian Exodus until the Future Redemption is described as "the days of your exodus from Egypt," for the exodus which began in Egypt will not be complete until the ultimate redemption is realized.

In practical terms, one must therefore anticipate the redemption and experience a foretaste of it in our daily lives by bringing a consciousness of Moshiach into all our actions, for doing so will act as a catalyst and hasten the actual coming of the redemption.

Reprinted from the Parashat Shemos 5773/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Parshas Shemos
Your Middos are Killing You 
By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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“But as much as they would afflict it, so it would increase and so it would burst forth; and they were disgusted because of the Children of Israel.” — Shemos 1:12

The Jews become the enemy of the state


Yosef, his brothers, and their entire generation had passed on. A new era was beginning in Mitzrayim, and with it came a new attitude. When the Jews had first entered the land, they were received as celebrated guests. After all, they were brothers of the great Yosef who had saved the nation. That sense of appreciation was gone. No longer were the Jews respected and revered, no longer were they welcome. They had become a thorn in the side of Mitzrim.


And it went downhill from there. As has happened so often in history, the Jews were soon viewed as outsiders and as foreigners — unwanted, unwelcomed and feared. That fear turned to hate when the common wisdom said, “If a foreign people shall attack, the Jews in our midst will join them in battle and throw us out from our land.” The Jews had become the enemy of the state. 


The only choice was to get rid of them. The first step was to oppress them, then to torture them, and finally to enslave them. Yet, despite the hardships placed upon them, the Jewish nation flourished. The Mitzrim found themselves confounded by this despised enemy within their borders who would soon outnumber them. 

Disgusting in their eyes


Interestingly, when the Torah describes their hatred toward the Jews, it doesn’t say, “They found the Jews disgusting,” or “They were disgusted with the Jews.” It says, “They were disgusted because of the Jewish people.”


Rashi explains that because of their hatred of the Jews, their own lives had become disgusting. They had become disgusted with themselves. 


This Rashi is difficult to understand. How did the Mitzrim’s hatred toward the Jews make their own lives disgusting? Wasn’t it the Jews they hated, not themselves?


The answer to this question can be understood with an observation about human nature.  

Reading faces


We humans are highly social. Our interactions are governed by many subtle cues and conventions. One of the skills needed to get along well with others is the ability to know how they perceive us, and what they are feeling. Is that guy in a good mood or bad? Is he open to my advances or not? 


Most of us do this intuitively. Before we say something, we look at the other person and instantly know if they are pleased or upset, happy or distressed, and we modify our exchanges accordingly. Many children, however, find this skill elusive, and they must be taught to recognize the physical signs that correspond to different emotions. 


One of the techniques used is to teach the child to “read faces.” A therapist will show the child a picture of a person’s face, and then help him or her identify the emotion that that person is most likely feeling. “See, when the end of the mouth curves up, that’s a smile, and it means he’s happy. When his forehead crinkles up, and his mouth moves down like that, it means he’s angry.”


While most feelings have distinct physical appearances and are easy enough to distinguish, there are two that are remarkably similar: anger and hatred. In both, the person’s face shows displeasure. In both, the person looks genuinely unhappy. And in both, the person seems to be in pain. As a result, teaching a child which face represents hate and which represents anger is very difficult. One thing is clear, though: neither face is smiling. Because both anger and hatred aren’t satisfying, enjoyable experiences. Quite the opposite, they are dramatically unpleasant. 

Ruining your life


The Gemara (Pesachim 113b) tells us, “If someone is accustomed to anger, his life isn’t a life, and he is never happy.” Why is this? Because powerful emotions are like a gas that spreads till it fills whatever container it is in. When a person is enraged, his entire consciousness is consumed. He can’t think about other things. He can’t concentrate on other ideas. The flames of anger occupy his entire mind. 


And he suffers. He suffers with an incurable, burning pain that wells up within him, stealing his attention and eclipsing all other sensations. And so, he can’t enjoy the food he eats. He can’t appreciate music or poetry. All of his wealth and possessions are for naught because he can’t find the peace of mind to enjoy them. He has ruined his life. 

When I hate you, I suffer


This seems to be the answer to this Rashi. The Mitzrim were consumed with a hatred of the Jews. They walked around with a tape playing in their brain, “I HATE those Jews. Those slimy, ugly Jews! They are despicable. They fill me with RAGE!”


And it wasn’t once or twice a week that the Mitzrim had to see them. “They’re everywhere! In the marketplace and in the bathhouses! In the stable and in the barn! Each morning when I walk to the river, I see them. UGHHHHHHHH! I CAN’T STAND THOSE VILE JEWS!!! 


And so all day long, they were racked with burning feelings of hatred, animosity, and disgust, till their very existence became a misery. The Mitzrim destroyed their very lives.

Living a pleasurable life


This concept is eye-opening. Many mitzvos focus on developing our character traits. We often think of these as ways of making ourselves into better people. They make us easier to get along with, more pleasant company. While this is true, there is another benefit: I am more at peace with the world and with myself. And as a result, I am happier. 


The ways of the Torah are pleasant. When a person follows them properly, he becomes more giving and caring. He learns to overlook others’ flaws, and he becomes more patient and calm. By doing so, he becomes greater, he earns his portion in the World to Come, and he enjoys a better life in the here and now. 

Reprinted from this week’s website on TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.
Rabbi Berel Wein

On Parashat Shemot
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This week's portion records for us the beginning of the career of the great teacher of Israel, and in fact of all of civilization, Moshe. We are told of his miraculous salvation as a child from the River Nile and of the fact that he was raised by the daughter of the pharaoh in luxury and security. 


However, when he reaches an age of maturity, he realizes that the Egyptians are enslaving the Hebrews, and his sense of justice overwhelms him. When he sees an Egyptian taskmaster unmercifully beating a Jewish slave, he kills the Egyptian.


The next day however, when he sees that Jews are beating Jews themselves, he becomes rapidly disillusioned. And he's forced to flee because the Egyptian authorities are looking to arrest him and kill him for murdering the Egyptian taskmaster. 


He disappears from our radar screen for decades and becomes a shepherd for the high priest of Midian. When he reemerges in our story, he is called to his great mission by the Angel of G-d and is entrusted with the task of taking the Jewish people out of bondage and in fact of elevating them into being a holy nation, a kingdom of priests, a special group of people that would influence all of civilization from that moment onwards. If we think about this, it is a very unlikely story.


Why would G-d choose someone with as checkered a past as Moshe to be the leader of the Jewish people when his brother Aaron, whose background was spotless and holy and who stayed with the Jewish people for the entire time that Moshe was gone, apparently is overlooked? And why would G-d choose the Jewish people if they were guilty of murderous faults and, according to the opinion of the rabbis, were even pagans during that period?


It's a question that the Moshe himself asked of G-d. "Who am I that you should send me?" And then he asked, "And who are they," meaning the Jewish people, "who are worthy of being saved?" The L-rd did not answer him. The L-rd speaks in mystery. The L-rd says, "I am who I am. I will be who I will be. Just do what I say, and go forth with the mission, and don't try to fathom me. Don't try to know my name. Don't try to understand me. Your job is to obey me."


This becomes the matrix and pattern for Jewish life, in fact, for all civilized human beings throughout their history. Unlikely things always happen. Things never happen the way we think they should happen. The people who lead us are not always the people who we think we should lead us. And the events that occur are sometimes so unlikely that we cannot fathom as to why they happened and what we should do with them, yet it is the will of the Lord that pervades all human history. Human beings have freedom of choice; they can do whatever they want. However, there is a broad parameter that surrounds all human history, and that is the guiding force of Heaven that dictates events.


The rabbis and the Talmud succinctly put it in a metaphor. They say that human beings are like fish that are caught in the great net. I remember that once I saw how tuna fish were being captured by the fleets off the California coast. There is a net that is spread mechanically for miles, and in that net are thousands of fish. They are all swimming around, unaware that they're in a net. Only when the net is full, and the boats draw the net up to the decks of ships, do the fish realize that they are truly in the net.


Similarly with human beings and with human events and if I may add especially in Jewish history and with Jewish events. It is very strange as to who leaders become and how events evolve. When we look at the whole pattern, we realize that it is only the story of the fish that are trapped in this great wide net, which heaven has set for us, which becomes the story of the Jewish people.


I think that this narrative that we read in this week's portion is a great example of this for it sets the scene for everything else that will occur in Jewish life throughout the centuries. It is the lesson that Moshe himself learns and attempts to communicate to us through his immortal words and through the events that he himself will experience and that will guide the Jewish people throughout their existence.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Rabbiwein.com
Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
On Parashat Shemot
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In Parashat Shemot, we read the story about the birth of Moshe Rabeinu who is the future redeemer of the Jewish nation from Egypt, and we read how Pharaoh makes a decree that all newborn boys be thrown into the Nile.  


Moshe’s mother Yocheved did her best to hide and protect Moshe, but when no longer able, she then placed Moshe in a small Teva (floating box) and drifted him away in the Nile.


The story goes on and the Parasha writes that Batya, the daughter of Pharaoh went down to the Nile to bathe and came upon this floating Teva.  She extended her arm, fetched the Teva and found a small boy.  The Pasuk writes ‘ViHeene Na’ar Boche’, and behold the lad was crying.  Pharaoh’s daughter then had mercy on this boy and took him as her own.  She did this even though she believed the boy Jewish for who else would be floating down the Nile.

The Ba’al HaTurim (Rabbi Yaakov ben Asher 1270-1340) has a very powerful insight on the Pasuk that says ‘ViHeene Na’ar Boche’ (and behold the lad was crying.) He says that it was not Moshe who was crying but rather Moshe’s brother Aharon who was watching nearby in the bank of the river.


The term ‘Na’ar’ refers to the voice of a boy.  Aharon was watching the fate of Moshe Rabeinu and was crying for he believed that Moshe was being led to an ultimate death. The explanation then might be that Batya heard someone else crying, and consequently figured this must be a Jewish boy for crying for others was a Jewish trait.  Jewish people by nature commiserate with each other and they share in each other’s sorrow and they carry each other’s burdens.

The Ba’al HaTurim concludes and says that the words ‘Na’ar Boche’ numerically equal the same as ‘Zeh Aharon HaKohen’ which literally means ‘this is Aharon HaKohen’.

We learn a great lesson from this episode where Aharon cried for the fate of his brother Moshe.  When we see and hear of stories, whether in Israel or in any other place else in the Jewish world, when our brethren come under hard times we should not simply waive it by or say ‘what a shame.’ We must actually commiserate and feel their pain and be prompted into action to do something about it.
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmund J. Safra Synagogue in Brooklyn, NY.

Thoughts that Count for Parshas Shemot

And he saw an Egyptian man smiting a Hebrew man (Ex. 2:11)


Every word in the Bible has an eternal, spiritual meaning as well as a literal significance. The word "Egypt" (Mitzrayim) is linguistically related to the word for limitations and boundaries; the "Egyptian man" therefore, symbolizes the physical body, which does all in its power to gain control over the soul, the "Hebrew man."


Moses' actions teach us that when one sees a Jew in danger of losing the battle between body and soul to his lower, physical nature, one must not remain silent. The Moses in every generation gives us the strength to overcome all obstacles and save the Jewish soul. (Rabbi Yaakov Yosef of Polnoye)

Reprinted from the Parashat Shemos 5773/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Letter to My

Cremated Father

By Michael Chighel
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Dear Tata, the cremation of your body has singed my soul.


And so I am compelled to seek some relief from the burn in the composition of a letter to you aimed across the great divide between the World of Mendacity in which I am still residing and the World of Truth in which you are now a blessed new citizen.


You never liked phonies and poseurs. I don’t doubt that, now, seeing me as you do from the World of Truth, the artificial nature of this letter is entirely obvious. My complex motives, noble and ignoble, are transparent to you, more so than they are to me. Let’s be honest about at least one motive. I have an agenda. Since your passing, I have corresponded with three fellow Jews asking me for advice. 

Their parents have informed them of their plans to have their bodies cremated upon death. I advised them to share their anxieties with their parents before it’s too late. My hope is that this letter, an artifice to ease my double grief over your death and cremation, will reach other Jews in the same plight, children and parents.


I suppose this letter is my ersatz shiva. May it be the catalyst of real shivas that will otherwise have been unrealized.


Let me begin by sympathizing, as best I can, with your decision. You specified in your will that, upon your demise, your dead body is to be completely burnedYou specified in your will that, upon your demise, your dead body is to be completely burned, that a gentile funeral home is to expedite the incineration, and that the resulting ashes should be disposed of in any way the executor of the will deems fitting.
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My father playing with me in Beer Sheva, Israel, in 1970.


In a way, I admire your bold decision. I am your son, after all. I know how you felt about Jewish traditions, how little stock you put by them. You were a thinking man. It’s from you that I learned to think myself. You taught me how to see the beauty in a Euclidean proof in geometry. You explained to me how a car motor works. You taught me to trust in my intellect. To take the deepest pleasure in the feeling of wonder. 

Later, on my way toward attaining a PhD in philosophy, I would learn how Aristotle said that all thinking originates in a sense of wonder. You never read Aristotle yourself. But you understood him instinctively.


(Perhaps you’re attending Aristotle’s lectures now? But no, I don’t believe it. I believe your infinite thirst for knowledge has drawn you willy-nilly into the great hall in which the soul of Rabbi Akivaimparts the greatest secrets of the Torah.)


You loved Reason. And in your passion for the rational, you found it necessary to dismiss the Torah. I understand. I myself, your reason-loving son, had to undergo the most grueling mental exercises, and the most purgatorial gestures of self-introspection, in order to come to terms with the non-rational truths of the Torah. 

It was only after reaching the outermost limits of rational thinking—with the help of philosophers like Immanuel Kant, Thomas Kuhn, Jacques Derrida—that I discovered the very real possibility, indeed the very reality, of the non-rational. I don’t blame you. Nor am I patronizing you. (“Patronize”: from pater, father. Can a Jewish son ever really patronize his father? Your mind begat mine.) I am arguing with you. It was you who taught me to argue with you. You would be so proud of me when I was able to disagree with you. You’d frown and shake your head and smile a big secret smile.


You loved Reason, yes, and in your love for Reason, you concluded that the Torah is nothing but a product of human imagination. That there is nothing like life after death. That the soul is nothing but a wondrous symphony of electrical impulses played in the grey concert hall of the brain. That once the concert ended and all these impulses become quiet, nothing remains but a useless lump of organic material to be disposed of like an old automobile beyond repair.


I truly admire the fierceness of your conclusion. I admire your intolerance for magical thinking, for voodoo. I admire the extraordinary existentialist’s courage with which you faced the profound meaninglessness of reality—which is to say, a reality that you felt to be ultimately meaningless. You waved your fist against fate in the manner of a Greek tragic hero? (Is that why you died so close to Hanukkah—Kislev 21? Is Rabbi Akiva presently explaining how the Maccabee victory was a victory over the Tyranny of Reason and the Hellenistic Empire of Tragic Heroism?)


If I could have entered into a philosophical discussion with you about such questions, I would have. But you were not impressed by philosophical ideas. You left those to me.


And now I see a different route I might have taken, a route to a different conversation, a route I never saw before. I see it so clearly now because of my pain. My pain makes me lucid. So let me say what I should have said. Let others hear it on behalf of your memory ….
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Putting my hands around my father in New York, circa 1976.


I wish I could have buried your body. I wish I could have strewn earth upon your shroud.I wish I could have buried your body. I wish I could have strewn earth upon your shroud. I wish I could have recited Kaddish by your grave. I wish I could have invoked the Great Name, the Shmei Rabba, over your body’s quiet enfoldment in the earth and its return to its element.


Instead of earth, you chose fire. Fire too is a primordial element, yes. But fire mocks. When our people were condemned to a Final Solution during your childhood which you spent in Siberia, those who murdered them did so with a double mockery. They poisoned them with gas like an exterminator killing insects. And they incinerated their remains in fire like a garbageman burning waste.


I feel—I don’t know, but I feel—that you opted for cremation in some kind of unfathomable solidarity with those of us whose bodies were cremated in Auschwitz. I heard of a survivor who had intended to make such a posthumous gesture. I think it was an unconscious solidarity in your case. The heroic gesture, again, of a tragic hero. In light of your decision, I can’t help but feel that the crematoria of Auschwitz are still with us. Golus is something the Jew suffers deep, deep within. You accepted the Golus. You made room for Auschwitz. I wish you could have heard and believed the words of the Rebbe: Golus is unacceptable! Auschwitz has no more place in this world, not even as little place as the tip of a single match head!

And I should have said something else. I should have told you about my need to mourn for you in the company of others. My need, yes, admittedly only mine, not yours, Tata. But you loved me so much, surely you would have acquiesced to my need, the need of your son whom you loved with a boundless love, even if you would have disagreed with the validity of this need …. My need to sit shiva for you—to sit and mourn in the company of family and friends, to talk about you, to share memories of you.
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A photo of me and my father at my wedding in 2001.


As you know, dear Tata, I cry when I am alone. I weep like a boy. (You remember the sound?) I think about you. I look through old photos of you. I even talk to you. And I weep. I mourn. Nothing can take away my private mourning. But it is just that—private. Why should I want to mourn publicly as well? Is private mourning not enough? Indeed, isn’t private mourning more genuine than public mourning?


Yes, that’s just it. Public mourning all too easily becomes a spectacle, a maudlin charade. We who still reside in the World of Mendacity will sometimes take advantage of any occasion to get a little more attention, narcissistically, even a funeral or a memorial service. And yet, at the same time, we are social creatures, who naturally take comfort in the presence of family, friends and community.


And that’s just it. The old and venerable Jewish tradition of a public comforting of mourners, the tradition of sitting shiva, is what gives legitimacy to public mourning. For a Jew, any other way of mourning publically must indeed be a farce. A shiva house alone, for a Jew, constitutes an authentic way to mourn in company, authentic because so very old, so utterly unoriginal.

Shiva is the final hammer blow that snaps shut the iron link in the chain of a family history.


You know very well, dear Tata, that I bear no resentment toward you. You know I adored you. The fact that I wish you had decided otherwise in no way diminishes my adoration for you or how dearly I will cherish your memory. It was your unbounded paternal love for me that made me so Jewish. Your love for me was fashioned in the image of G‑d’s love for His children. It was your own very Jewish upbringing that engendered this paternal love in you. What choice did I have but to take this infinite love to a G‑d Himself, to an ahavat Hashem?


I hope I always honored you properly in life. And I hope this open letter does you honor. Let no one imagine for a moment that you meant anything less to me than the earthly manifestation of divine love.


My prayer now is that our common Divine Father is taking you in His infinite paternal bosom, and that, from your heavenly perspective and station, you will move angelic forces to influence Jews contemplating cremation to think things through a notch more carefully. Intercede for us.


I miss your arms around me, Tata. Hug me now.


Your Miki.


Michael Chighel (Kigel) received his Ph.D. in philosophy from the University of Toronto for his dissertation on the Book of Job, after a specialization in 20th-century French and German thought. In Canada he taught in the departments of philosophy and of Jewish studies at the universities of York, Queen’s and Waterloo. He produced Passages and Messages for eleven seasons on Canadian television (CTS). Until this year he held the Rohr Chair of Jewish Studies at the Lauder Business School in Vienna, where he taught Torah, European ethics and political economy. He has translated a number of books and published various articles in Jewish thought. Michael and his family have made aliyah, and now live in Jerusalem.
Reprinted from the Parshat Vayechi 5779 email of Chabad.Org
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