
Simchat Torah - A Message of the Torah 
 
Ibn Ezra on Genesis 2:18:1 

The reason that it is not good for 
Humans to be alone is (the simple) 
reason that two are better than one! 

 

 אבן עזרא על בראשית ב׳:י״ח:א׳

 (יח) ויאמר. טעם לא טוב לאדם
 ועזר כטעם טובים השנים מן

 האחד
 
 
Yevamot 63a:4 

The Gemara relates that Rabbi 
Yosei encountered Elijah the 
prophet and said to him: It is 
written: I will make him a 
helpmate. In what manner does a 
woman help a man? Elijah said to 
him: When a man brings wheat 
from the field, does he chew raw 
wheat? When he brings home flax, 
does he wear unprocessed flax? His 
wife turns the raw products into 
bread and clothing. Is his wife not 
found to be the one who lights up 
his eyes and stands him on his 
feet? 

 
 יבמות ס״ג א:ד׳

 אשכחיה רבי יוסי לאליהו א"ל
 כתיב אעשה לו עזר במה אשה
 עוזרתו לאדם א"ל אדם מביא
 חיטין חיטין כוסס פשתן פשתן
 לובש לא נמצאת מאירה עיניו

 ומעמידתו על רגליו

 
 
Bereishit Rabbah 17:2 

(2) Not good[, the adam being 
alone]” [Gn 2:18]: Taught [R’ 
Yaakov]: Anyone (man) that has no 
woman lives without good . . . R’ 
Simon in the name of R’ Yehoshua 
ben Levi said: Even without peace . 

 

 בראשית רבה י״ז:ב׳

 (ב) לא טוב - תני רבי יעקב: כל
 שאין לו אשה שרוי: בלא טובה,

 בלא עזר, בלא שמחה, בלא
 ברכה, בלא כפרה, בלא טובה.
 לא טוב היות האדם לבדו, בלא

Rabbi Asher Knight
1 

https://www.sefaria.org/Ibn_Ezra_on_Genesis.2.18.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Ibn_Ezra_on_Genesis.2.18.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Yevamot.63a.4
https://www.sefaria.org/Bereishit_Rabbah.17.2
https://www.sefaria.org/Bereishit_Rabbah.17.2


. . R’ Yehoshua of Sakhnin in the 
name of R’ Levi said: Even without 
life . . . R’ Chiya bar Gomdi said: 
He is not even a whole human / 
adam shalem, for it says: “And He 
blessed them and called their name 
Adam”. [Gn 5:2] 

 עזר. אעשה לו עזר כנגדו, בלא
 שמחה, שנאמר (דברים יז):

 ושמחת אתה וביתך. בלא כפרה,
 (ויקרא טו): וכפר בעדו ובעד

 ביתו. בלא ברכה, (יחזקאל מד):
 להניח ברכה אל ביתך. רבי סימון
 בשם רבי יהושע בן לוי אמר: אף
 בלא שלום, שנאמר (שמואל א
 כה): ואתה שלום וביתך שלום.
 רבי יהושע דסכנין בשם רבי לוי

 אמר: אף בלא חיים, שנאמר
 (קהלת ט): ראה חיים עם האשה
 אשר אהבת. רבי חייא בר גמדא

 אמר: אף אינו אדם שלם,
 שנאמר: ויברך אותם ויקרא את
 שמם אדם, שניהם כאחד קרויים
 אדם. ויש אומרים: אף ממעט את
 הדמות, שנאמר (בראשית ט): כי

 בצלם אלקים עשה את האדם.
 מה כתיב אחריו? ואתם פרו ורבו:

 
 
Yevamot 62b:12-16 

Apropos the discussion with regard 
to the mitzvah to have children, the 
Gemara cites statements about 
marriage in general. Rabbi 
Tanḥum said  that Rabbi Ḥanilai 
said: Any man who does not have 
a wife is left without joy, without 
blessing, without goodness. He 

 

 יבמות ס״ב ב:י״ב-ט״ז

  א"ר מתנא הלכה כרבי יהושע
 אמר רבי תנחום א"ר חנילאי כל

 אדם שאין לו אשה שרוי בלא
 שמחה בלא ברכה בלא טובה

 בלא שמחה דכתיב (דברים יד,
 כו) ושמחת אתה וביתך בלא
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proceeds to quote verses to support 
each part of his statement. He is 
without joy, as it is written: “And 
you shall rejoice, you and your 
household” (Deuteronomy 14:26), 
which indicates that the a man is in 
a joyful state only when he is with 
his household, i.e., his wife. He is 
without blessing, as it is written: 
“To cause a blessing to rest in 
your house” (Ezekiel 44:30), which 
indicates that blessing comes 
through one’s house, i.e., one’s 
wife. He is without goodness, as it 
is written: “It is not good that 
man should be alone” (Genesis 
2:18), i.e., without a wife. In the 
West, Eretz Yisrael, they say: One 
who lives without a wife is left 
without Torah, and without a wall 
of protection. He is without Torah, 
as it is written: “Is it that I have 
no help in me, and that sound 
wisdom is driven from me?” (Job 
6:13), indicating that one who does 
not have a wife lacks sound 
wisdom, i.e., Torah. He is without 
a wall, as it is written: “A woman 
shall go round a man” (Jeremiah 
31:21), similar to a protective wall. 
Rava bar Ulla said: One who does 
not have a wife is left without 
peace, as it is written: “And you 
shall know that your tent is in 
peace; and you shall visit your 
habitation and shall miss 

 ברכה דכתיב (יחזקאל מד, ל)
 להניח ברכה אל ביתך בלא טובה
 דכתיב (בראשית ב, יח) לא טוב
 היות האדם לבדו במערבא אמרי
 בלא תורה בלא חומה בלא תורה

 דכתיב (איוב ו, יג) האם אין
 עזרתי בי ותושיה נדחה ממני

 בלא חומה דכתיב (ירמיהו לא,
 כב) נקבה תסובב גבר רבא בר
 עולא אמר בלא שלום דכתיב
 (איוב ה, כד) וידעת כי שלום
 אהלך ופקדת נוך ולא תחטא
 אמר ריב"ל כל היודע באשתו

 שהיא יראת שמים ואינו פוקדה
 נקרא חוטא שנאמר וידעת כי

  שלום אהלך וגו'
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nothing” (Job 5:24). This indicates 
that a man has peace only when he 
has a tent, i.e., a wife. 

 
 
Radak on Genesis 2:18:2 

 it is not ,לא טוב היות האדם לבדו (18)
good that he has no partner seeing 
that among the beasts he cannot 
find a partner, as none of them is on 
a par with him. 

 

 רד"ק על בראשית ב׳:י״ח:ב׳

 (יח) לא טוב היות ה א ד ם ל ב ד
 ו, לא טוב שיהיה לבדו בלא
 חברה, כי אין לו חברה עם

 הבהמות החיות והעופות כי אינו
  שוה עמהם בבריאה.

 
 
Sforno on Genesis 2:18:1-2 

 the ,לא טוב היות האדם לבדו (1)
purpose of the human species on 
earth will not be achieved while 
man who is supposed to reflect the 
divine image will be left to 
personally carry out all the menial 
tasks of daily life on earth by being 
solitary. (2) עזר כנגדו, a helpmate 
who will be equal to him, also 
reflecting the divine image. This is 
essential for him if he is to know 
what precisely his needs are and so 
that he can meet them in time. The 
reason why the Torah added the 
word כנגדו is that whenever one 
confronts someone of equal power, 
moral and ethical weight, such a 
confrontation is termed נגד. It is a 
head-on collision of will. When the 
two parties disagreeing are not of 

 

 ספורנו על בראשית ב׳:י״ח:א׳-ב׳

 (א) לא טוב היות האדם לבדו לא
 יושג טוב התכלית המכוון
 בדמותו ובצלמו אם יצטרך

 להתעסק הוא עצמו בצרכי חייו:
 (ב)  עזר כנגדו עזר שיהיה כמו

 שוה לו בצלם ודמות כי זה
 הכרחי לו בידיעת צרכיו והמציאם

 במועד' ואמר כנגדו כי הנכנס
 לכף נגד דבד א חר כשיהי' שוה
 לו בשקל יהי' נגדו בקו ישר אבל

 כשלא יהיו שוים שני הנשקלי'
 יהי' זה עולה וזה יורד ולא יהיו

 זה נגד זה בקו ישר ובזה האופן
 אמרו רז''ל שקול משה כנגד כל

 ישראל אמנם לא היה ראוי שיהי'
 העזר שוה לו לגמרי כי אז לא
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equal power, or moral/ethical 
weight, the confrontation is termed 
as one being עולה or יורד one of the 
adversaries either prevailing or 
losing in such an encounter. It is in 
this sense that we have to 
understand such statements as משה 
 that Moses“ ,שקול כנגד כל ישראל
was the equal of the entire Jewish 
people.” (Mechilta Yitro 1) 
However, the Torah did not mean 
for woman to be 100% equal to 
man, else how could the man expect 
her to perform household chores for 
him, etc.? Hence the letter כ at the 
beginning of the word כנגדו 
somewhat tones down this equality. 

 היה ראוי שיעבוד וישרת אחד
 מהם לחבירו:

 
 

 
Rashi on Genesis 2:18:1 

 IT IS NOT לא טוב היות וגו' (1)
GOOD etc. — I shall make a help 
meet for him in order that people 
may not say that there are two 
Deities, the Holy One, blessed be 
God, the only One among the 
celestial Beings without a mate, and 
this one (Adam), the only one 
among the terrestrial beings, 
without a mate 

 

 רש"י על בראשית ב׳:י״ח:א׳

לא טוב היות וגו' ֶׁשּלֹא יֹאְמרּו  (א) 
 ְׁשֵּתי ְרׁשּויֹות ֵהן, ַהָּקָּב"ה

 ָבֶעליֹוִנים ָיִחיד ְוֵאין לֹו זּוג, וְֶזה
 ַבַּתְחּתֹוִנים ְוֵאין לֹו זּוג (בראשית

 רבה):

 
Aristotle Politics 1.1253a 
Thus also the city-state is prior in nature to the household and to each of us 
individually. [20] For the whole must necessarily be prior to the part; since 
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when the whole body is destroyed, foot or hand will not exist except in an 
equivocal sense, like the sense in which one speaks of a hand sculptured in 
stone as a hand; because a hand in those circumstances will be a hand 
spoiled, and all things are defined by their function and capacity, so that 
when they are no longer such as to perform their function they must not be 
said to be the same things, but to bear their names in an equivocal sense. It is 
clear therefore that the state is also prior by nature to the individual; for if 
each individual when separate is not self-sufficient, he must be related to the 
whole state as other parts are to their whole, while a man who is incapable of 
entering into partnership, or who is so self-sufficing that he has no need to do 
so, is no part of a state, so that he must be either a lower animal or a god. 
 
 
Ramban on Genesis 2:18:1 

It does not appear likely that human 
beings were created to be alone in 
the world and not have children, 
since all created beings, male or 
female...were created with the 
intention to procreate...It is possible 
to state [according to the Talmud in 
Brachot 61a] that Adam was created 
with two faces [i.e. male and female 
combined] and they were made so 
that there should be in them an 
impulse causing the organ of 
generation to produce a 
reproductive force...But the Holy 
One, blessed be He, saw that it is 
good that the "help" stand facing 
him, and that he should see and be 
separated from his partner or joined 
to his partner at will.. 

 

 רמב"ן על בראשית ב׳:י״ח:א׳

 (א) לא טוב היות האדם לבדו
 איננו נראה שנברא האדם להיות

 יחיד בעולם ולא יוליד שכל
 הנבראים זכר ונקבה מכל בשר
 נבראו להקים זרע וגם העשב

 והעץ זרעם בהם אבל יתכן לומר
 כי היה כדברי האומר (ברכות
 סא) דו פרצופים נבראו ונעשו
 שיהיו בהם טבע מביא באיברי
 ההולדה מן הזכר לנקבה כח

 מוליד או תאמר זרע כפי
 המחלוקת הידוע בעיבור והיה

 הפרצוף השני עזר לראשון
 בתולדתו וראה הקב"ה כי טוב
 שיהיה העזר עומד לנגדו והוא
 יראנו ויפרד ממנו ויתחבר אליו
 כפי רצונו וזהו שאמר אעשה לו
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 עזר כנגדו וטעם "לא טוב" שלא
 יאמר בו כי טוב בהיותו לבדו

 שלא יתקיים כן במעשה בראשית
 ה"טוב" הוא הקיום כאשר

 פירשתי במאמר "וירא אלקים כי
 טוב" (לעיל א ד)

 
 
Genesis: The Beginning of Desire. Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg pp.15 - 16 
The association of aloneness with power, greatness, is clear here. To have a 
ben zug, an equivalent Other, with whom one must reckon, who limits the 
grandeur of one's solitude, with whom one speaks and struggles and brings 
offspring into the world - all the is is the very definition of not Godly. One 
who has a ben zug  is yoked to contingency, lives on the horizontal plane, 
whose blessing and imperative is increase... 
 
For Ramban, man as alone and autonomous is "not good," because he would 
live a static, unchanging, and unwilled life. Man needs to live face-to-face 
with the Other, dancing to the choreography of his own freedom... 
Only when Adam comes to feel the solitude of the angelic, unitary existence 
is he split into two separate beings. He must, in a sense, diminish himself, 
come to know the rightness of a more complex form of unity. He knows...that 
his humanity requires the "sensual music" (ref. W.B.Yeats "Sailing to 
Byzantium") of horizontal relationship, the fusing and parting, the changing 
reflections of face meeting face.  
  
 
 
AVIVAH GOTTLIEB ZORNBERG: I think it’s very striking that the word 
that God uses is “TOV”. He says it’s not good. He takes the word “good,” 
which has been the stamp on every aspect of creation up ’til now. And He 
looks at man, He said, “It’s not good that man should be alone.” God then 
allows man to discover for himself how not good it is. God doesn’t create 
woman until man has started naming the animals. And according to some 
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traditions, he had noticed that he has all animal potential in himself. All the 
symbolic characteristics of all the animals are within himself. And he looks 
for a partner in this. He looks for someone who isn’t simply a sexual partner, 
but someone who can share this totality of– of his being. And he notices, 
through his senses, through his– through his way of being in the world, he 
notices that there is something very “LO TOV” about the way he’s been 
created. And only when “LO MATSA” when he himself hasn’t found any 
counterpart in the world,·then God puts him to sleep. What has to happen 
before God can create– according to the second creation story– before God 
can create woman, is that man should realize the divine dissatisfaction in his 
own experience. God says it’s not good, but doesn’t do anything about it until 
man becomes– ·aware of a quest and of a dissatisfaction in himself. 
 
 
Moby-Dick. Herman Melville. Chapter 72, "The Monkey Rope," 
 Queequeg is the harpooner and Ishmael is the bowsman on his boat, so 
Ishmael is required to spot Queequeg when he is cutting the blubber off of the 
whale.  When the story ends, Ishmael is saved, once again, by getting to float 
on Queequeg's coffin.   
  
Being the savage's bowsman, that is, the person who pulled the bow-oar in 
his boat (the second one from forward), it was my cheerful duty to attend 
upon him while taking that hard- scrabble scramble upon the dead whale's 
back. You have seen Italian organ-boys holding a dancing-ape by a long 
cord. Just so, from the ship's steep side, did I hold Queequeg down there in 
the sea, by what is technically called in the fishery a monkey-rope, attached 
to a strong strip of canvas belted round his waist. 
 
It was a humorously perilous business for both of us. For, before we proceed 
further, it must be said that the monkey-rope was fast at both ends; fast to 
Queequeg's broad canvas belt, and fast to my narrow leather one. So that for 
better or for worse, we two, for the time, were wedded; and should poor 
Queequeg sink to rise no more, then both usage and honor demanded, that 
instead of cutting the cord, it should drag me down to his wake. So, then, an 
elongated Siamese ligature united us. Queequeg was my own inseparable 
twin brother; nor could I any way get rid of the dangerous liabilities which 
Rabbi Asher Knight
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the hempen bond entailed. 
 
So strongly and metaphysically did I conceive of my situation then, that 
while earnestly watching his motions, I seemed distinctly to perceive that my 
own individuality was now merged in a joint stock company of two; that my 
free will had received a mortal wound; and that another's mistake or 
misfortune might plunge innocent me into unmerited disaster and death. 
Therefore, I saw that here was a sort of interregnum in Providence; for its 
even- handed equity never could have sanctioned so gross an injustice. and 
yet still further pondering - while I jerked him now and then from between 
the whale and the ship, which would threaten to jam him - still further 
pondering, I say, I saw that this situation of mine was the precise situation of 
every mortal that breathes; only, in most cases he, one way or other, has this 
Siamese connexion with a plurality of other mortals. If your banker breaks, 
you nap; if your apothecary by mistake sends you poison in your pills, you 
die. True, you may say that, by exceeding caution, you may possibly escape 
these and the multitudinous other evil chances of life. But handle Queequeg's 
monkey-rope heedfully as I would, sometimes he jerked it so, that I came 
very near sliding overboard. Nor could I possibly forget that, do what I would 
I only had the management of it. 
 
 
 
Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik  The  Lonely Man of Faith  pp.6-7 
 
Let me spell out this passional experience of contemporary man of faith 
[passional = expressing suffering]... 
 
He looks upon himself as a stranger in modern society which is technically 
minded, self-centered, and self-loving, almost in a sickly narcissistic fashion, 
scoring honor upon honor, piling up victory upon victory, reaching for the 
distant galaxies, and seeing in the here-and-now sensible world the only 
manifestation of reality. What can a man of faith like myself, living by a 
doctrine which has no technical potential, by a law which cannot be tested in 
the laboratory, steadfast in his loyalty to an eschatological vision whose 
fulfillment cannot be predicted with any degree of probability ... - what can 
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such a man say to a functional utilitarian society which is saeculum-oriented 
and whose practical reasons of the mind have long ago supplanted the 
sensitive reasons of the heart?"  
 
R' Chaim Navon, The Individual and Society, Yeshivat Har Etzion 
Adam the second is a profound man, and therefore also a lonely man. The 
community which he establishes is, therefore, existentially far more 
significant. That community is also more demanding: in order to benefit from 
social relations, one must also sacrifice. For this reason, Adam the second 
must sacrifice so that Chava, his life-mate, may be fashioned: he must give 
up a rib. The partnership that he creates with Chava, which is the archetype 
for the community that he creates, is profound and meaningful. Spiritual and 
sensitive people create more meaningful social connections. 
 
 
 
House, J. S., Landis, K. R., & Umberson, D. (1988). Social relationships 
and health. Science , 241 (4865), 540-545. 
  
The study of social relationships and health was revitalized in the middle 
1970s by the emergence of a seemingly new field of scientific research on 
"social support." This concept was first used in the mental health literature 
(11, 12), and was linked to physical health in separate seminal articles by 
physician-epidemiologists Cassel (13) and Cobb (14)... 
 
Cassel and Cobb indicated that social relationships might promote health in 
several ways, but emphasized the role of social relationships in moderating or 
buffering potentially deleterious health effects of psychosocial stress or other 
health hazards. This idea of "social support," or something that maintains or 
sustains the organism by promoting adaptive behaviour or neuroendocrine 
responses in the face of stress or other health hazards, provided a general, 
albeit simple, theory of how and why social relationships should causally 
affect health. 
 
Lost Connections. Johann Hari p.83 
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To end loneliness, you need other people - plus something else. You also 
need, he explained to me, to feel you are sharing something with the other 
person, or the group, that is meaningful to both of you. You have to be in it 
together...A one-way relationship can’t cure loneliness. Only two-way (or 
more) relationships can do that. Loneliness isn’t the physical absence of other 
people, he said it's the sense that you're not sharing anything that matters with 
anyone else...To end loneliness, you need to have a sense of “mutual aid and 
protection,” 
  
(In his book, Hari was relating an interview with John Cacioppo, in the early 
1990s, Cacioppo began working with Gary Berntson of The Ohio State 
University to pioneer a new field they called “social neuroscience.” 
 
Social neuroscience is an interdisciplinary attempt to trace how social forces 
“get under the skin” to affect physiology, as well as how physiology 
influences social interactions. His collaborative research on loneliness raised 
questions about one of the pillars of modern medicine and 
psychology[citation needed]—the focus on the individual as the broadest 
appropriate unit of inquiry. The new discipline that examines the associations 
between social and neural levels of organizations and the biological 
mechanisms underlying these associations. Neuroscientists have tended to 
focus on single organisms, organs, cells, or intracellular processes. Social 
species create emergent organizations beyond the individual, however, and 
these emergent structures evolved hand in hand with neural and hormonal 
mechanisms to support them because the consequent social behaviours 
helped animals survive, reproduce, and care for offspring sufficiently long 
that they too reproduced. Social neuroscience, therefore, is concerned with 
how biological systems implement social processes and behaviour, 
capitalizing on concepts and methods from the neuroscience to inform and 
refine theories of social psychological processes, and using social and 
behavioural concepts and data to inform and refine theories of neural 
organization and function [ 
 
By employing brain scans, monitoring of autonomic and neuroendocrine 
processes, and assays of immune function, Cacioppo and colleagues found 
that social context alters genetic expression, for instance in white blood cells. 
Rabbi Asher Knight
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This research also showed that “loneliness” – the subjective social isolation – 
disrupts perception and alters behaviour and physiology, becoming a trap that 
reinforces isolation. These biological pathways were argued to be unique and 
to lead to early death.) 
  
 
 
'No Man is an Island' MEDITATION XVII Devotions upon Emergent 
Occasions  John Donne 
  
No man is an island entire of itself; every man 
is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; 
if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe 
is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as 
well as any manner of thy friends or of thine own were; any man's death 
diminishes me, 
because I am involved in mankind. 
And therefore never send to know for whom 
the bell tolls; it tolls for thee. 

 
 
Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. 
Robert D. Putnam pp. 20 - 21 
  
  
Sometimes ... reciprocity is specific: I'll do this for you if you do that for me. 
Even more valuable, however, is a norm of generalized reciprocity: I'll do 
this for you without expecting anything specific back from you, in the 
confident expectation that someone else will do something for me down the 
road. The Golden Rule is one formulation of generalized reciprocity. Equally 
instructive is the T-shirt slogan used by the Gold Beach, Oregon, Volunteer 
Fire Department to publicize their annual fund-raising effort: "Come to our 
breakfast, we'll come to your fire." "We act on a norm of specific 
reciprocity," the firefighters seem to be saying, but onlookers smile because 
they recognize the underlying norm of generalized reciprocity — the 
firefighters will come even if you don't... 
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A society characterized by generalized reciprocity is more efficient than a 
distrustful society, for the same reason that money is more efficient than 
barter. If we don't have to balance every exchange instantly, we can get a lot 
more accomplished. Trustworthiness lubricates social life. Frequent 
interaction among a diverse set of people tends to produce a norm of 
generalized reciprocity. Civic engagement and social capital entail mutual 
obligation and responsibility for action. As L. J. Hanifan and his successors 
recognized, social networks and norms of reciprocity can facilitate 
cooperation for mutual benefit. When economic and political dealing is 
embedded in dense networks of social interaction, incentives for opportunism 
and malfeasance are reduced. This is why the diamond trade, with its extreme 
possibilities for fraud, is concentrated within close-knit ethnic enclaves.  
  
 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks. Vayakhel 5776 
  
Judaism attaches immense significance to the individual. Every life is like a 
universe. Each one of us, though we are all in God’s image, is different, 
therefore unique and irreplaceable. Yet the first time the words “not good” 
appear in the Torah are in the verse, “It is not good for man to be alone” 
(Gen. 2:18). Much of Judaism is about the shape and structure of our 
togetherness. It values the individual but does not endorse individualism. 
Ours is a religion of community. Our holiest prayers can only be said in the 
presence of a minyan, the minimum definition of a community. When we 
pray, we do so as a community. Martin Buber spoke of I-and-Thou, but 
Judaism is really a matter of We-and-Thou. Hence, to atone for the sin the 
Israelites committed as a community, Moses sought to consecrate community 
in time and place. 
 
This has become one of the fundamental differences between tradition and 
the contemporary culture of the West. We can trace this in the titles of three 
landmark books about American society. In 1950, David Riesman, Nathan 
Glazer and Reuel Denney published an insightful book about the changing 
character of Americans, called The Lonely Crowd. In 2000 Robert Putnam of 
Harvard published Bowling Alone, an account of how more Americans than 
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ever were going ten-pin bowling but fewer were joining bowling clubs and 
leagues. In 2011, Sherry Turkle of MIT published a book on the impact of 
smartphones and social networking software called Alone Together. 
Listen to those titles. They are each about the advancing tide of loneliness, 
successive stages in the long, extended breakdown of community in modern 
life. Robert Bellah put it eloquently when he wrote that “social ecology is 
damaged not only by war, genocide and political repression. It is also 
damaged by the destruction of the subtle ties that bind human beings to one 
another, leaving them frightened and alone.”[1] 
 
That is why the two themes of Vayakhel – Shabbat and the Mishkan, today 
the synagogue – remain powerfully contemporary. They are antidotes to the 
attenuation of community. They help restore “the subtle ties that bind human 
beings to one another.” They reconnect us to community. 
 
Consider Shabbat. Michael Walzer, the Princeton political philosopher, draws 
attention to the difference between holidays and holy days (or as he puts it, 
between vacations and Shabbat).[2] The idea of a vacation as a private 
holiday is relatively recent. Walzer dates it to the 1870s. Its essence is its 
individualist (or familial) character. “Everyone plans his own vacation, goes 
where he wants to go, does what he wants to do.” Shabbat, by contrast, is 
essentially collective: “you, your son and daughter, your male and female 
servant, your ox, your donkey, your other animals, and the stranger in your 
gates.” It is public, shared, the property of us all. A vacation is a commodity. 
We buy it. Shabbat is not something we buy. It is available to each on the 
same terms: “enjoined for everyone, enjoyed by everyone.” We take 
vacations as individuals or families. We celebrate Shabbat as a community. 
 
Something similar is true about the synagogue – the Jewish institution, 
unique in its day, that was eventually adopted by Christianity and Islam in the 
form of the church and mosque. We noted above Robert Putnam’s argument 
in Bowling Alone, that Americans were becoming more individualistic. 
There was a loss, he said, of “social capital,” that is, the ties that bind us 
together in shared responsibility for the common good. 
 
A decade later, Putnam revised his thesis. Social capital, he said, still exists, 
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and you can find it in churches and synagogues. Regular attendees at a place 
of worship were – so his research showed – more likely than others to give 
money to charity, engage in voluntary work, donate blood, spend time with 
someone who is depressed, offer a seat to a stranger, help find someone a job, 
and many other measures of civic, moral and philanthropic activism.  
 
They are, quite simply, more public spirited than others. Regular attendance 
at a house of worship is the most accurate predictor of altruism, more so than 
any other factor, including gender, education, income, race, region, marital 
status, ideology and age. 
 
Most fascinating of his findings is that the key factor is being part of a 
religious community. What turned out not to be relevant is what you believe. 
The research findings suggest that an atheist who goes regularly to a house of 
worship (perhaps to accompany a spouse or a child) is more likely to 
volunteer in a soup kitchen than a fervent believer who prays alone. The key 
factor again is community. 
 
This may well be one of the most important functions of religion in a secular 
age, namely, keeping community alive. Most of us need community. We are 
social animals. Evolutionary biologists have suggested recently that the huge 
increase in brain size represented by Homo sapiens was specifically to allow 
us to form more extended social networks. It is the human capacity to 
co-operate in large teams – rather than the power of reason – that marks us 
off from other animals. As the Torah says, it is not good to be alone. 
Recent research has shown something else as well. Who you associate with 
has a powerful impact on what you do and become. In 2009 Nicholas 
Christakis and James Fowler did statistical analysis of a group of 5,124 
subjects and their 53,228 ties to friends family and work colleagues. They 
found that if a friend takes up smoking, it makes it significantly more likely 
(by 36 per cent) that you will. The same applies to drinking, slenderness, 
obesity, and many other behavioural patterns.[4] We become like the people 
we are close to. 
 
A study of students at Dartmouth College in the year 2000 found that if you 
share a room with someone with good study habits, it will probably raise 
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your own performance. A 2006 Princeton study showed that if your sibling 
has a child, it makes it 15 per cent more likely that you will within the next 
two years. There is such a thing as “social contagion”. We are profoundly 
influenced by our friends – as indeed Maimonides states in his law code, the 
Mishneh Torah (Laws of Character Traits, 6:1). 
 
Which brings us back to Moses and Vayakhel. By placing community at the 
heart of the religious life and by giving it a home in space and time – the 
synagogue and Shabbat – Moses was showing the power of community for 
good, as the episode of the Golden Calf had shown its power for bad. Jewish 
spirituality is for the most part profoundly communal. Hence my definition of 
Jewish faith: the redemption of our solitude. 
 
 

 Orot Hakodesh II, p. 444 
There is a person who sings the song of his soul.  He finds everything, his 

complete spiritual satisfaction, within his soul. 
    There is a person who sings the song of the nation.  He steps forward 

from his private soul, which he finds narrow and uncivilized.  He yearns for 
the heights.  He clings with a sensitive love to the entirety of the Jewish 

nation and sings its song.  He shares in its pains, is joyful in its hopes, speaks 
with exalted and pure thoughts regarding its past and its future, investigates 

its inner spiritual nature with love and a wise heart. 
    There is a person whose soul is so broad that it expands beyond the 

border of Israel.  It sings the song of humanity.  This soul constantly grows 
broader with the exalted totality of humanity and its glorious image.  He 
yearns for humanity’s general enlightenment.  He looks forward to its 

supernal perfection.  From this source of life, he draws all of his thoughts and 
insights, his ideals and visions. 

    And there is a person who rises even higher until he unites with all 
existence, with all creatures, and with all worlds.  And with all of them, he 
sings.  This is the person who, engaged in the Chapter of Song every day, is 

assured that he is a child of the World-to-Come. 
    And there is a person who rises with all these songs together in one 

ensemble so that they all give forth their voices, they all sing their songs 
sweetly, each supplies its fellow with fullness and life: the voice of happiness 
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and joy, the voice of rejoicing and tunefulness, the voice of merriment and 
the voice of holiness. 

    The song of the soul, the song of the nation, the song of humanity, 
the song of the world—they all mix together with this person at every 

moment and at all times. 
    And this simplicity in its fullness rises to become a song of holiness, 

the song of God, the song that is simple, doubled, tripled, quadrupled, the 
song of songs of Solomon—of the king who is characterized by completeness 

and peace. 
    Orot Hakodesh II, p. 444 

 

 
 
Deuteronomy 34:10-12 

(10) Never again did there arise in 
Israel a prophet like Moses—whom 
the LORD singled out, face to face, 
(11) for the various signs and 
portents that the LORD sent him to 
display in the land of Egypt, against 
Pharaoh and all his courtiers and his 
whole country, (12) and for all the 
great might and awesome power 
that Moses displayed before all 
Israel. 

 

 דברים ל״ד:י׳-י״ב

 (י) ְולֹֽא־ָק֨ם ָנִב֥יא עֹ֛וד ְּבִיְׂשָרֵא֖ל
 ְּכמֶֹׁש֑ה ֲאֶׁשר֙ ְיָדעֹ֣ו יי ָּפנִ֖ים

 ֶאל־ָּפנִֽים׃ (יא) ְלָכל־ָה֨אֹתֹ֜ות
 ְוַהּמֹוְפִת֗ים ֲאֶׁש֤ר ְׁשָלחֹו֙ יי ַלֲעׂשֹ֖ות
 ְּבֶאֶ֣רץ ִמְצָרִ֑ים ְלַפְרעֹ֥ה ּוְלָכל־ֲעָבָד֖יו

 ּוְלָכל־ַאְרֽצֹו׃ (יב) ּוְלכֹל֙ ַהּיָ֣ד
 ַהֲחָזָק֔ה ּוְלכֹ֖ל ַהּמֹוָר֣א ַהָּגדֹ֑ול ֲאֶׁשר֙

ל׃  ָעָׂש֣ה מֶֹׁש֔ה ְלֵעיֵנ֖י ָּכל־ִיְׂשָראֵֽ

 
What is the Role of Torah in Our Lives? 

 

Ecclesiastes 12:11 

(11) The sayings of the wise are like 
goads/cattle prods, like nails fixed 
in sticks.   They were given by one 
Shepherd. 

 

 קהלת י״ב:י״א

 (יא) ִּדְבֵר֤י ֲחָכִמים֙ ַּכָּדְ֣רבֹנֹ֔ות
 ּֽוְכַמְׂשְמרֹ֥ות ְנטּוִע֖ים ַּבֲעֵל֣י ֲאֻסּפֹ֑ות

 ִנְּתנּ֖ו ֵמרֶֹע֥ה ֶאָחד׃
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Kohelet Rabbah 12:11:1 

As goads/cattle prods: As the goad 
directs the calf so that it plows and 
so that it provides livelihood to its 
owner, so words of Torah direct the 
heart of those who study them from 
the ways of death to the ways of 
life. 

 

 קוהלת רבה י״ב:י״א:א׳

 (יא) כדרבונות, כדרבן זה שמכוין
 את הפרה, כדי לחרוש, וכדי ליתן

 חיים לבעליה. כך דברי תורה,
 מכוונין את לב לומדיהם, מדרכי

 מיתה לדרכי חיים.

 
 
Kohelet Rabbah 12:11:1 

The sayings of the wise are like 
goads (kdarbanot ): like a girl's ball. 
(k'kadur shel banot)!  
As a ball is flung from hand to hand 
never falling, so Moses received the 
Torah at Sinai and delivered it to 
Joshua, Joshua to the elders, the 
elders to the prophets and the 
prophets delivered it to the 

 

 קוהלת רבה י״ב:י״א:א׳

 (יא) דברי חכמים כדרבנות -
 ככדור של בנות. 

 מה כדור זה מקלעין בה בידים
 ואינה נופלת, כך משה קבל
 תורה מסיני ומסרה ליהושע

 ויהושע לזקנים, וזקנים לנביאים
 ונביאים מסרוה לכנסת הגדולה
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members of the great assembly.   וכו'. 
 
 
Tosafot on Sukkah 36a:5:1 

The sayings of the wise are like 
goads (kdarbanot ): like a girl's ball 
(k'kadur shel banot) that is thrown 
from here to there; so, Torah is 
thrown from here to here. 

 

 תוספות על סוכה ל״ו א:י״ז:א׳

 אתרוג ככדור פסול. ...דברי
 חכמים כדרבנות ככדור של בנות
 שזורקות זו לזו כך דברי תורה

 נזרקין מפה אל פה...:
 
 
Tosafot on Sanhedrin 26a:79:1 

The sayings of the wise are like 
goads (kdarbanot) - about which it 
is expounded, like a girl's ball 
(k'kadur shel banot)  that is thrown 
from this one's hand to the hand of 
her playmate. So to, we transmit 
Torah to our comrade, and that one 
is made clever/enlightened by the 
exchange. 

 

 תוספות על סנהדרין כ״ו

 א:ע״ט:א׳

 כדור אל ארץ רחבת ידים. ...
 דכתיב (קהלת יב) דברי חכמים

 כדרבונות ודרשינן (ירושלמי
 סנהדרין פ"י) ככדור של בנות

 שזורקין זו ליד חבירתה כך אדם
 מוסר דברי תורה לחבירו

 ולתלמידיו זה לזה ומתפקחין זה
 מזה...:
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