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New York Congregation Owns Oldest Synagogue in the U.S.,

180 Miles Away, Court Rules

By Sharon Otterman
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Touro Synagogue, in Newport, R.I., built in 1763, is the country’s oldest synagogue building. It belongs to the New York congregation Shearith Israel, a federal appeals court ruled. Credit Stephan Savoia/Associated Press 


Two Jewish synagogues consider themselves the oldest in the nation, for different reasons. Shearith Israel, founded in Manhattan in 1654, is the oldest congregation, though it is not located in its original building. Touro Synagogue, in Newport, R.I., built in 1763, is the oldest synagogue building.
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Ceremonial ornaments worth more than $7 million on display at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston in 2015. The ornaments were part of an ownership dispute between Shearith Israel and a Rhode Island congregation, Jeshuat Israel. Credit Stephan Savoia/Associated Press 


But now a federal court has ruled that Shearith Israel in New York actually owns the Touro Synagogue building in Newport, the result of twists in a history spanning centuries.


Justice David H. Souter, the retired associate justice of the Supreme Court, wrote the opinion for the First Circuit Court of Appeals in Boston issued on Wednesday. In it, he overturned a district-court ruling that the congregation that has worshiped for more than 130 years in the Touro Synagogue building, Jeshuat Israel, had control over the building and its objects.


The appeals court instead enforced a series of contracts between the two congregations from the 20th century, in which Jeshuat Israel acknowledged that it was leasing the Newport building. Now, what may be the country’s most historic synagogue building — which George Washington visited in 1790, inspiring an important letter on religious freedom — is officially owned by a group that is based 180 miles away.


The reasons are complicated. When Newport’s Jews faced persecution during the American Revolution, they fled the town and the synagogue building, many for New York. Without a congregation in Newport, Shearith Israel took control of the synagogue, along with the sacred ritual objects with which the congregants fled. Among the objects was a pair of decorative knobs with attached bells made of silver and gold designed to top the shafts around which the Torah scrolls were rolled.


It was those ornaments, known in Hebrew as rimonim, that sparked the latest dispute. In 2011, Jeshuat Israel, seeking money, decided to sell them to the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston for more than $7 million. When Shearith Israel tried to stop the sale, Jeshuat Israel sued, claiming it owned the objects, and the synagogue itself.


The courts found Shearith Israel helped maintain the unused synagogue and its cemetery in Newport through the 19th century. Finally, in the late 19th century, enough Jews moved to Newport to warrant the reopening of the synagogue. The newcomers organized as Jeshuat Israel and entered into a 1903 lease agreement with Shearith Israel, for use of the building and its fixtures, for a nominal rent of $1 a year.


The lower court, Justice Souter wrote, had relied on a “conscientious and exhaustive historical analysis,” in coming to its ruling. But instead of entangling itself in history, and with it, doctrinal arguments being made by the groups — Shearith Israel was historically Sephardic, while Jeshuat Israel was mostly Ashkenazi — he wrote the court should just look at the 1903 agreement and other contracts as it would in any other civil law case.


“You should do what you would do if there were two bowling leagues who had some contracts with each other,” said Eric Rassbach, an attorney with the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty, who wrote a friend of the court brief supporting Shearith Israel in the case. “It’s just a lot cleaner that way.”


Shearith Israel was founded in the Colonial period by 23 Spanish and Portuguese Jews in what is now Lower Manhattan. Since 1897, the Orthodox congregation has met in a Tiffany-designed neo-Classical building on 70th Street and Central Park West.


“Congregation Shearith Israel is gratified by the First Circuit’s unanimous decision reaffirming our lawful, outright ownership of Newport’s Touro Synagogue and the precious rimonim at issue here,” said Louis M. Solomon, the lead attorney for Shearith Israel and also the congregation’s president.


Looking ahead, he said, “I really don’t see any reason why we can’t go back to the relatively harmonious relationship that existed between our sister congregations for more than 100 years before they decided to sell something that didn’t belong to them.”


Gary P. Naftalis, a lawyer representing the Newport congregation, said it was considering an appeal. “We are disappointed with the panel’s ruling and are reviewing our legal options,” he said.

Reprinted from the August 3, 2017 website of The New York Times. A version of this article appeared in print on August 4, 2017, on Page A20 of the New York edition with the headline: New York Congregation Owns Oldest U.S. Synagogue, Court Rules.
Everything is from Hashem


 The Baal HaTanya knocked at the Maggid of Mezritch's door. 


"Who is it?" the Maggid asked. 


"It's me," said the Baal HaTanya, expecting the Maggid to recognize his voice. 


The Maggid invited him in. During the visit, the Maggid said to the Baal HaTanya, "Tomorrow, there's a bris in the neighboring village. I would like you to be there." 


The Baal HaTanya went to the bris. During the meal, a silver spoon went missing. Since they didn’t know who the Baal HaTanya is, they suspected him of stealing it. 


"Reb Yid, give the spoon back," they said. 


"It wasn't me," the Baal HaTanya told them. They checked his jacket and his belongings. They even checked under his hat. All the while, the Baal HaTanya kept repeating, "It wasn't me." 


When he returned to the Maggid, the Maggid told him, "Because you said once, 'It's me,' you had to call out several times, 'It's not me.'" 
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The Baal HaTanya, zt”l


The lesson that the Maggid was teaching him is that it’s never me who does anything. (And not someone else either.) Everything is from Hashem. People often like to go to the sea, the mountains, or to some green resort for a vacation.


The Baal HaTanya explained the reason for this: When a person feels a need for vacation, it’s ultimately a need for a reminder that everything is from Hashem. This realization is a balm for his soul, because it means that everything is as it should be, according to Hashem’s plan. 

To acquire this awareness people go to the ocean, the mountains, and to other green resorts, because those haven’t been touched by mankind. They appear the same as when Hashem created them almost six thousand years ago. Gazing at the sea, the mountains, and on the natural reserves reminds them that everything that occurs to them in life is also Hashem’s hand. 

It appears to be the work of man, but really everything that happens to them is Hashem's doing, and this awareness calms them. One’s parnassah, struggles, and salvations; good times and hard times; they are all from Hashem, who leads the world with compassion and love. This awareness, obviously, doesn’t exempt us from doing histhadlus, however, at the same time we must remember that everything is from Hashem. 

There are many benefits gained when we believe that everything is from Hashem. We will list ten benefits of this fundamental principle, with several indications from this week’s parashah: 

Benefit #1: No Worries. In this week's parashah it states "Hashem will remove from you all illnesses and all diseases of Mitzrayim…" (7:15). Notice that the passuk discusses two types of sicknesses: "all illnesses and all diseases of Mitzrayim…" 

The Yerushalmi (Shabbos 14:3) teaches, that when the Torah says that Hashem will remove all illnesses, this means that Hashem will remove all fears and worries from us." 

What, illness is worries? We can explain this in two ways: One is that there are people, who are totally well, but they suffer from hypochondria, and they think they’re sick. This fear and worry is an illness in itself, and the Torah promises that if we keep the Torah, Hashem will heal us from it.


A second form of worry is about the future. A very popular example of this is worrying about finances. Hashem promises that if we will go in the ways of the Torah, Hashem will remove these worries and 'illnesses' from us. Remembering that everything we have, and everything that occurs, is from Hashem, will also free us from worry. 

When one truly believes that Hashem has helped him in the past, he will not be worried about the future. But if he thinks that it was by the power of his hand, or good luck which brought him success, then he might be afraid that this time he won't be so lucky.

Reprinted from the Parshas Eikev 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.
The Technicalities of Saying “Shalom Aleichem”


When the Yeshuos Yaakov was twelve years old, he was known as a very gifted child, and many people wanted to claim him to be their son-in-law. One time, one of these people sent a great Talmid Chacham to test the boy to see if he was as brilliant as it was rumored. 

When they met, the boy extended his hand and said “Shalom Aleichem” to him. 

The Talmid Chacham said to him, “Would you be able to tell me a Dvar Torah about the expression, ‘Shalom Aleichem’?” 

The boy responded, “Certainly. Why is it that when two people meet, one of them says, ‘Shalom Aleichem’, and the other responds, ‘Aleichem Shalom’? The answer is because the Gemara in Nedarim (10a) says that one who takes a vow should not say, ‘For Hashem is this vow’, because we fear he may pass away in the middle of saying his words and will have said Hashem’s Name in vain. 

“Rather, he should say, ‘This vow is for Hashem’.” The boy continued, “Shalom is one of the Names of Hashem. Therefore, it makes sense that really one should not say, ‘Shalom Aleichem’, because we should be afraid that he may pass away in the middle of saying the greeting, and he will have said Hashem’s Name in vain. 

“However, Chazal have also taught us that if someone precedes his friend and greets him with ‘Shalom’ first, his days and years will be extended. This is why the one who greets his friend first is allowed to say, ‘Shalom Aleichem’. Because he went first to greet his friend, he does not need to be afraid that he might pass away in the middle of a sentence, since he is rewarded by having his years lengthened. His friend, however, must respond, ‘Aleichem Shalom’!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Eikev 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
Working on our Middos 
Why Goyim Can Eat

Non-Kosher Food

We learn in Medrash Tanchuma that Rebbe Tanchum ben Chanilai taught: Hashem allowed the goyim to eat food that is forbidden for us to eat. This can be compared to a doctor who visits two individuals that are ill. 

For one patient, the condition was very serious and he told the family to allow him to eat any food he asks for. 

The other patient he knew would recuperate, so he instructed the family to feed him on a very strict diet with some things being permissible to eat and to avoid eating other things. 

Someone observing asked the doctor, “What did you see different between the two patients? Why is it that the one who was seriously ill could eat anything he wanted, while the other is very limited?” 

The doctor told them, “I saw that the first patient will not make it much longer, so I allowed him to eat whatever he desires. The patient that will recover has to watch himself and be careful with what he eats.” 
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Hashem instructed us to eat Kosher food, and the Torah describes foods that we may eat and foods that we may not. In contrast to this, the goyim are allowed to eat anything they want. 

If one would ask why this is, Rebbe Tanchum ben Chanilai responds that Hashem wants us to continue living an eternal life! Goyim don’t have to worry about this, but we are guaranteed to live in Olam Haba, as we learn in Pirkei Avos, every Jew has a share in the World to Come.


We must therefore be careful with Kashrus, so we can live the ‘good life’ in Olam Haba!

Reprinted from the Parshas Eikev 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

What is the Most

Challenging Mitzvah?

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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Let me ask you a philosophical question. What is the hardest mitzvah in the Torah? The most difficult and challenging to fulfill? 


The Pirkei d’Rebbe Eliezer says that the hardest mitzvah is Kibud Av v’Eim, to honor one’s Father and Mother. This, of course, is not always the case since some people are blessed with easygoing and caring parents. 


Still, the obligation noted by the Chayei Adam, to regard one’s parents as a sar or a gadol, a noble or a great person, can be challenging in many cases. Even more challenging might be the halacha that even if a parent throws one’s purse into the sea or spits at one’s face, an individual is still not allowed to act disrespectfully toward a parent. Now, this is challenging to the extreme.


The Vilna Gaon, Zt”l, Zia, has a fascinating choice for the most challenging mitzvah. He proposes that it is the mitzvah of “Vehayisa ach somei’ach – And you should be only happy.” This is the mitzvah to be joyous nonstop throughout the festival of Succos. The Gaon says that to be in a continuously joyous spirit for seven consecutive days is a daunting task.


If you take some time to ponder this question, I’m sure you’ll come up with some ideas of your own. I have several ideas. One of the mitzvahs that I think is extremely challenging is the Tenth Commandment, “Lo sachmod – Do not to covet what is not yours.” 


Imagine two families live next to each other in a bungalow colony. Husband A comes up for the weekend and, even before he gets into the bungalow door, his wife greets him with a shrill. “Don’t even think of getting comfortable! We are out of everything! Get right back in the car and get us some food.” 


When he returns home, exhausted after standing in line in ShopRite for an hour, his wife says sharply, “I hope you’re not thinking of taking a nap, you lazy guy. I’ve been cooped up the whole week! You watch the kids. I’m getting out for a break!”


In the meantime, Husband A can’t help but notice that Husband B arrives and his wife greets him warmly with a smile, saying how happy she is to see him. He then further overhears her saying, “Come on in. I have a fresh latte ready for you after your long drive.


Husband A then hears Husband B’s wife ask whether he would prefer to go for a swim, since it’s the men’s hour for swimming or would he rather take a nap. For husband A not to covet what is not his is an extremely difficult task.


Likewise, when a man who has to walk twenty blocks to work because he can’t afford a bicycle, sees his neighbor kicking the tires of his brand new Cadillac Escalade, it’s so hard not to be envious.


Another very difficult mitzvah is the prohibition of “Lo sitor.” This is the partner of the negative prohibition of “Velo sikom – Not to take vengeance.” The Gemora explains the difference between these two commandments. On Monday, Reuven asks Shimon to borrow his car and Shimon says no. If a month, later Shimon asks Reuven to borrow his snow blower and Reuven says, “Absolutely not! You didn’t lend me your car last month,” it’s revenge. 


If Reuven says, “I’ll give you my snow blower. I’m not like you!” that’s transgressing the commandment of lo sitor, otherwise known as netira. Thus, in practical terms, lo sitor means “not to bear a grudge.” Now, the only way to avoid saying, “I’m not going to do like you,” is if one is able to put to rest his fellow’s past misbehavior and not allow himself to store it in his mind. This is the way the Torah practices mind control, teaching us what to store in our minds and what to try to forget.


On the last day of Yom Tov, when I bang on my shtender and announce Yizkor, I give a blessing that all those who exit (because they have living parents) should merit to leave for many years. But, in my mind I also think when I announce Yizkor (which means to remember) that this subject, namely the memory of our loved ones, is worth the effort to remember. Other things, however, such   as   the   hurt that other people caused, is not worth remembering. How sad that there are families which are feuding for generations, and are not smart enough to bury the hatchet caused by previous mistakes.


This commandment of not bearing a grudge is so hard. For example, someone said something negative about one of your children and because of what was said, a prospective Shidduch is lost. Or, someone said that you are lazy or not resourceful to your employer and because of this statement you lost out on a promotion. In such cases, it’s very hard not to bear a grudge. So, this is also one of my choices for the most difficult mitzvah.


Of course, Lashon Hara, the temptation to divulge juicy gossip is also a candidate for the most difficult mitzvah as we can all readily attest to. But the Ksav Sofer, Zt”l, Zy”a [in Response 57] suggests an interesting choice for the most difficult mitzvah. He says that it’s the mitzvah of tochacha, the mitzvah of rebuke, the responsibility to chastise a fellow Jew when he is doing something wrong. This, he says, is extremely difficult, for the Torah warns us, “V’lo sisu alav cheit – Do not bear a sin while you are chastising.” 


As Rashi explains, do not embarrass someone publicly when you are rebuking him. The Chazon Ish, Zt”l, Zy”a, in Hilchos Shechita, says that there are very few people today who know how to do this mitzvah properly. If one is not careful his rebuke will just make matters worse, add fuel to the fire, and can create enmity, cause lashon hara to be spoken and, chas v’shalom, bring about machlokes. 


May Hashem grant us the fortitude to fulfill all His mitzvahs and in that merit may Hashem bless us with long life, good health and everything wonderful.

Please learn and daven for therefuah sheleima of Miriam Liba bas Devorah, b’soch shaar cholei Yisroel.
Reprinted from the August 8, 2017 website of The VUES.

Why Did G-d Create Fear?: What Purpose Does it Serve?

By Rabbi Yigal Cohen
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One reason is in order to fear violating G-d’s wishes and incurring punishment. Indeed we find that people in the generation before the great flood lived even up to 800 years or more and their fear of G-d was minimal as they said, ‘I’ve got many years before I meet my Maker for a reckoning’.


That generation also didn’t yet have sicknesses and the result was terrible: “For all flesh corrupted its ways before Me” (Genesis 6, 12). The entire world turned their backs on G-d with the exception of Noah and became corrupt and destructive. Why? 


The Midrash Tanchuma (Genesis 60) says this was because they were mighty people, with a bountiful abundance of food (they would sow their fields once every 40 years!) and they never got sick. When a person has nothing to fear he throws the yoke of G-d off of himself and can violate every transgression in the Torah.


The second reason is to be warned to stay away from danger. A person won’t walk at the edge of a high roof for fear of falling. Without that fear he would be in danger of actually falling. Fear of animals is similar that we are protected from the danger they pose by keeping a safe distance away.


The Mishna in Avot (3, 2) says: ‘Without fear of the kingdom (meaning authorities) a man would swallow his friend alive.” Fear of authorities makes a person stay in line not to kill or steal from others. Imagine how highways would look if people weren’t afraid of the State Troopers. Indeed in American history and the history of many nations where there was no authority like in the ‘Wild Wild West’ there was also lawlessness fraught with danger.


Fear of illness prompts people to eat healthy foods and maintain the health even getting the appropriate vaccinations to prevent getting those illnesses.


What should we fear? Does G-d want us to fear things in the world (outside of Him)?


The Talmud (Berachot 60a) brings 2 verses that seem to be contradictory. In Proverbs (28, 14) it says: “Fortunate is the man who is always fearful”, which seems to praise the idea that a Jew should be fearful and cautious all the time. In Isaiah (33, 14) it says: “Sinners in Zion were afraid” which sounds like only sinners need to be afraid. The Talmud resolves the contradiction saying that “the fear we should have is for the words of Torah we learn.”


Man should fear only these 2 things: 


One: That he shouldn’t forget the Torah he learned and he should review them until they flow from his lips.


Two: He should fear the consequences of his actions and envision what they might be before deciding to take the action he is about to take. As the Talmud says (Gittin 55b), because of the story of Kamtza and Bar Kamtza, where the host had no qualms to banish Bar Kamtza in front of all the other guests at his wedding, the Holy temple was destroyed, for the host behaved shamelessly because he was wealthy7 and well connected. Lacking basic fear he threw caution to the wind and brought about the temple’s destruction when Bar Kamtza went to the Roman authorities in anger and vengeance and started the wheels of destruction that brought down our holy temple.


The correct fear is to fear sin and its consequences


A man should treat his wife nicely to be a mensch but also out of fear of repercussion from G-d. Likewise a person should measure the action he is
about to do to see if it won’t result in desecrating G-d’s name publically. In all Biblical commandments we are commanded to fear their violation for fear of the punishment that violation will incur from G-d.


There are many illustrations of this healthy fear as the book ‘The Paths of the Righteous’ enumerates in the chapter ‘Gate of Worry’: “A person should fear to pay a loan on time and not be the person the verse calls wicked as it says “a borrower that doesn’t pay is wicked”. Likewise a person should be worried if he took something from someone (stealing) and he didn’t return it. If he doesn’t yet keep Shabbat properly he should be troubled by why G-d didn’t help him keep the holy Shabbat properly, and it’s probably because he didn’t yet learn the laws of Shabbat properly.”


“He should also worry to make sure he learns Torah daily for the first question they ask a person when he arrives in heaven after he dies is; “Did you establish set times for Torah learning?” Likewise a woman who doesn’t yet dress modestly should be troubled and wonder why she can’t yet understand why modesty is so important.


Honoring your fellow man


Another healthy fear is that perhaps we aren’t being careful with our friend’s honor and perhaps because of that people speak evil about the Jewish nation. Or perhaps haughtiness or jealousy crept into our hearts.


Outside of these fears, all others are not valid and can even cause damage as Job (3, 25) says about himself: “I feared… and that which I feared came upon me.” Job was fabulously wealthy and was blessed with righteous sons and daughters.  G-d’s blessings rested on his actions yet he feared: “Perhaps I will lose my wealth or lose my children or health.” He had negative thoughts which became a self-fulfilling prophecy and he indeed lost his wealth, children and health.


Reprinted from the Parshat Eikev 5777 email of Hidabroot.

The Lesson of Taking

Off One’s Shoes

By Rabbi Adam Edwards, MA

Director of Educational Development at SE*ED


When Moshe approached the burning bush he heard the Al-mighty speak to him. “Take off your shoes!” Hashem commanded. “You are standing on holy ground.” 

Why did Hashem command Moshe to take off his shoes, and not to cover his head or prepare his heart and his head for the encounter? I heard the following idea from Rabbi Yaakov Haber. 

He explains that there is a great difference between walking with shoes and walking without them. With shoes one can walk over stones, glass, water, even fire, and not feel a thing. Without shoes, even in the comfort of one’s own home, one can feel everything. 

Step on the slightest thing, even a small piece of lego, and the pain climbs right up the spine. Hashem told Moshe that if you want to hear the word of G-d, if you’re going to be a leader of the people, you must take off your shoes. You must remove the insulation that you wear to protect yourself from the environment. 

It will hurt, but you must be able to feel every bump, every nick; you must be able to feel the pain. A person who is responsive and vulnerable to external conditions and stimulation, who is quick to take offense or is touchy, is a person who will be susceptible to the attitudes, feelings, and circumstances of others. It is this individual who can develop a meaningful relationship with others. It is this person who can truly help another Jew. It is this individual who can be endowed with prophecy and holiness.


Before Moshe stood on holy ground he took off his shoes. Before the Kohen walks into the Holy of Holies he takes off his shoes. On Yom Kippur and Tisha B’Av we take off our shoes. Before we walk into marriage, parenting or a life of mitzvos, we too must take off our shoes; and we will then be blessed with all the blessings of the Torah.

Excerpted from the Parshas Eikev email of Oneg Shabbos, a weekly email of the North West London Jewish community.

Mount Gerizim 
And Mount Ebal

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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In the beginning of Parashat Re’eh, Moshe Rabbenu instructs Beneh Yisrael that after they enter Eretz Yisrael, they must go to the site of two adjacent mountains – Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal.  While facing Mount Gerizim, they must declare a blessing upon those who observe the Misvot, and while facing Mount Ebal they must declare a curse upon those who disobey God’s commands.


Our Rabbis teach that there are two kinds of angels – those who defend us before G-d (“Sanegor”), and those who prosecute against us (“Kategor”).  Furthermore, different places in Eretz Yisrael have different spiritual powers.  There are some places that are dominated by the quality of strict justice, where the prosecuting angels have greater power, and other places that are characterized by the quality of mercy, where the defending angels are stronger. 


Mount Gerizim is a site of divine mercy, whereas Mount Ebal is a site of divine judgment.  Therefore, Beneh Yisrael proclaimed a curse upon those who violate the Misvot on Mount Ebal, the site of the prosecuting angels, and a blessing upon those who uphold the Misvot on Mount Gerizim, the site of the defending angels.


The strategy we must employ in trying to restrain the prosecuting angels is to draw them to our side.  Imagine a court convening to try a defendant who is accused of various crimes and the prosecutor begins by standing up and proclaiming that he believes the defendant is innocent.


Quite obviously, the moment this happens the case is closed.  If the prosecutor does not bring any charges against the defendant, then there is no case. And this is true in the Heavenly Tribunal, as well.  If the prosecuting angels come to our defense, or if we can have them silenced, then there is no case brought against us.


This is what we seek to accomplish when we approach a Sadik for a Beracha.  His job is to restrain the Kategor, and to bring him to our side so there will no harsh judgment issued against us.


In order for the Sadik to do this, two things have to happen.  First, we need to bolster our faith in G-d as the One who determines our fate.  We often forget that our lives and wellbeing are in G-d’s hands, and believe instead that we are in full control over what happens in our lives.  We cannot receive Beracha from G-d until we reinforce our belief in providence, that our fate is in His hands.


This belief is referred to as “Yihud”– belief in the Oneness of the Creator.  Secondly, we need to cultivate Kedusha. Great Rabbis ensure before going anywhere that the people there are dressed according to proper standards of Kedusha, because they do not want to be somewhere impure. This is true of the Almighty, too; He will not be present in places where there is no Kedusha. Once we have achieved these two goals –strengthening our faith in “Yihud,” and establishing proper standards of Kedusha –then we can receive Beracha, G-d’s unlimited blessing.


The first letters of these three words –“Yihud,”“Kedusha,”“Beracha”– are “Yod,”“Kof” and “Bet,” which have a combined numerical value of 112 – which is the same numerical value as the word “Ebal.” Through this process, of reaffirming our faith in divine providence and raising our standards of Kedusha, we are able to take “Ebal,” the prosecuting angels and forces of judgment, and bring them to our side.  This is the secret to avoiding “prosecution,” to ensuring that G-d looks favorably upon us and grants abundant Beracha for us, our families and all Am Yisrael.

Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmund J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn website.

Rabbi Berel Wein on

Parshat Re’eh 5777
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The American Declaration of Independence claimed that certain basic human rights were obvious. Yet what is obvious to some is in reality obscure and unknown to many others. Because of this, the Torah emphasizes the obvious in this week’s Torah reading. The choice between death in this world and the next, and life – eternal life, no less, should be obvious. The Torah in fact states that seeing this will lead to a correct choice. But one needs to see them objectively and rationally.


People, who make poor choices, do so on the basis of emotion, desire, foolishness and illusory hopes and false ideas. These are the products of distorted vision - the inability to see things clearly. Only clear vision can lead to wise and correct choices. The commandments that the Torah enjoins us to observe are a form of corrective lenses to aid us in seeing things clearly and accurately.


People have to pass an eye and vision test in order to be able to legally operate an automobile. How much more so is an eye and vision test necessary when life and death itself is in question? The Torah advises us to always choose life. This is the basis for all Jewish society throughout our long and sometimes very painful history. It is obvious that one should always choose life.  But we must always be reminded even of the obvious. We should never underestimate the power of distorted vision which causes untold damage to our own selves.


The final gift, so to speak, that the L-rd granted to our teacher Moshe was that he was able to “see” the Land of Israel and the story of the Jewish people throughout history. The Torah teaches us that imagination is a form of “seeing.” What we see from this is that seeing in the mind’s eye is also a legitimate form of sight. 

The Jewish people survived on the basis of imagination for all of the centuries of our exile and dispersion.  We always imagined Jerusalem and the Temple, the Land of Israel and the ingathering of the exiles to their ancient homeland. When imagination wanes, so does our hope and creativity. Of course imagined reality may not completely coincide with the actuality of the human condition and circumstance. But without the original power of imagination – of seeing things in our mind and heart and not only with our actual physical eyes – one will never advance to actually seeing the desired goal.


That is why the Torah emphasizes time and again the importance of seeing things correctly, both in imaginary and in actual sight. The prophets of Israel fired our imagination with their visions of the future redemption of the Jewish people and humanity generally. We have seen some of these visions fulfilled in our times and in front of our very eyes, if we are but wise enough to see things accurately. The importance of this kind of sight is never to be minimized.

Reprinted from this week’s website of RabbiWein.com
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