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Since the 12th century, Jewish communities have recited “Hazak hazak v’nithazek”, 
translation - be strong, be strong, and we will grow stronger, after completing each book of 
the Torah. I looked at several online references about the significance of this custom. All of 
them refer to goals and challenges. Many times, the challenge was to survive in a hostile and 
violent world. Our challenge in Torah study is to open our hearts to the different levels of 
meaning within the Torah, and to bring lessons of the Torah into our lives and our efforts to 
repair the world. Hazak hazak is a call to community, to mutual support. 
  
The book of Genesis lays the groundwork for the rest of the Torah, and indeed for all of 
Jewish history. God creates the world, which to my ears, is described in the most poetic 
language. Our forefathers (and foremothers) live, establish their dynasty, and die. They 
affiliate with God, who appears in Genesis under several names. God makes a covenant with 
the patriarchs involving loyalty, circumcision, and a promise of many descendants and the 
land of Canaan. Nothing here about good works. The patriarchs, their forebears, and their 
descendants are not perfect, and the stories show them often as morally ambiguous actors, 
even as they declare their faith in God. Although God is the Most Powerful, turns out God is 
not perfect either. It does not seem like God reckoned on the potency of the Evil Inclination 
that is a part of all humans, and had to learn on the job. The results are not pretty, and 
include the expulsion from the Garden of Eden, the Flood, the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah. The burial place of the patriarchs is central to the claim of the Israelites on the 
land of Canaan. Indeed in the last chapter of Genesis, the narrative includes repeated and 
didactic references to it.  
  
Our discussions of Torah ranged far beyond the content of the text. We talked about the 
multiplicity of authors, the geopolitical world in which they lived, customs of the time, 
particularly around sex, marriage, and the treatment of women. We talked about the history 
of the Torah, including when it was canonized, and the role of older texts that have surfaced 
in recent years. We talked about some of the anthropological, archaeological, and historical 
research that has resulted in alternative theories about the origins and migrations of the 
ancient Israelites. 
  
We learned to work as a team. We all come with different amounts of Jewish education, and 
understanding of Hebrew. Some of us like to talk more, and some less. Some of us like the 
wide-ranging discussions, and some would prefer a more disciplined, streamlined approach. 
We look at Torah with different amounts of faith and skepticism. Despite that, we study as a 
mutually respectful and supportive Havurah (is that the right word, or declension of the 
word?), enjoy the endeavor, and come to a greater understanding of Torah. Not to mention 
finding that we are friends. 
  



So we say Be Strong, Be Strong, and we grow stronger together, as a rallying cry to continue 
our struggle, embracing and questioning Torah, and figuratively linking arms with each other 
around the table, as we do. 


