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There’s the story of a man who had been a closet slob most of his life. He just couldn't 
comprehend the logic of neatness. Why make up a bed if you're going to sleep in it again 
tonight? Why put the lid on the toothpaste tube if you're going to take it off again in the 
morning? The man admitted to being compulsive about being messy. 
 
Then he got married. His wife was patient. She said she didn't mind his habits ... if he didn't mind 
sleeping on the couch. Since he did mind, he began to change. He said he enrolled in a 12-step 
program for slobs. A physical therapist helped him rediscover the muscles used for hanging up 
shirts and placing toilet paper on the holder. His nose was reintroduced to the smell of Pine Sol. 
By the time his in-laws arrived for a visit, he was a new man. 
 
But then came the moment of truth. His wife went out of town for a week. At first he reverted to 
the old man. He figured he could be a slob for six days and clean on the seventh. But something 
strange happened. He could no longer relax with dirty dishes in the sink or towels flung around 
the bathroom or clothes on the floor or sheets piled up like a mountain on the bed.  
 
Change can be good! 
 
The Torah does not change. But we do. 
 
Although the text is “the same” from year to year, we—the readers/hearers—are not. A 10-year-
old will understand the biblical narrative in one way, while a 20-year-old will read and 
understand it very differently, as will someone who is 40 years old, or 60, or 80. As we age, that 
is, as we integrate more and more of what we experience into our perspectives on life, we will 
comprehend events, relationships, and texts in ways very different from our previous 
perceptions. 
 
Journalist David Denby, a former New Yorker magazine staff writer and film critic, captured this 
notion when he re-enrolled in two core Western civilization literature courses roughly 30 years 
after he had first taken those same courses at the same college. His volume Great Books (Simon 
& Schuster, 1996) explains how differently he understood the classic works the second time he 
studied them, with 30 years’ more experience under his belt. He reveled in re-reading volumes 
such as Homer’s Iliad, Plato’s Symposium, Virgil’s Aeneid, Augustine’s Confessions, Hobbes’s 
Leviathan, Dante’s Inferno, Shakespeare’s King Lear, and more recent great books such as 
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism, Beauvoir’s The Second 
Sex, and Woolf’s To the Lighthouse.  
 
We don’t have to wait thirty years. Every year we return to the texts but they change in meaning. 



A couple of weeks ago we were studying peaceful transitions in power. That’s a different read 
today than a couple of years ago. 
 
The same could be said for this week’s portion and our need to be stewards of the planet. 
 
The climate crisis makes for a very different read. 
 
Reading about our obligation to care for the earth 50 years ago and now well it is not the same 
read. 
 
An energy-conservation fanatic is on his deathbed surrounded by his family. He asks, “Is my 
wife here?”  
 

She replies, “Yes, I’m here, Dear.”  
 
He asks, “Are my children here?”  
 
They reply, “Yes, we’re here, Father.”  
 
He asks, “Are my grandchildren and neighbors here?”  
 
They all say, “Yes, we are here!”  
 
Then he lifts himself out of bed and points out the door. “Well, if everyone’s here, why are 
the lights and television on in the living room?” 

 
To till and to tend means to take care of…. 
 
Here is my challenge for all of us. Study the weekly portion. Draw out meaning. Look at the 
world through parshat hashavua glasses. 
 
An example for this week is Cain and Abel. 
The writer Robert Fulghum once reflected: 
A rabbi and I once engaged in a friendly intellectual hockey match trying to choose a single 
word to summarize human wisdom. He submitted a Hebrew term—timshel. It’s found in the 
oldest story in our common literature—in Genesis—the book of beginnings. 
  
After being expelled from the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve had two sons. The elder was called 
Cain. He was the first man born outside of paradise. 
  
In time Cain grew up and cultivated his land and brought the first fruits as an offering to God. 
The offering was rejected. Jehovah explained to Cain that he was tangled up with evil—it lurked 
around his door. “But,” Jehovah said, “you may triumph over evil and have abundant life.” 



  
That’s a crucial sentence—the last thing Jehovah says to Cain. 
  
“You may triumph over evil and have abundant life.” 
  
The critical word is the second one, the verb—may. 
  
Timshel in Hebrew. 
 
This term has vexed scholars and theologians for a long time. It sits in the middle of a passage 
considered one of the five most difficult in the Scriptures to translate and understand. In context 
it has varied meanings, especially in this interchange between God and Cain. 
  
Timshel has been interpreted to mean “you shall”—that’s an order, a command. Timshel has 
been interpreted to mean “you will”—which implies predestination. Timshel has even been 
interpreted to mean “you cannot,” which suggests hopeless dependence. All these 
interpretations define a relationship with God that leaves little freedom. 
  
My friend the rabbi feels that the practical meaning of that passage of Scripture concerns 
vitality—meaning “Don’t be dead,” or “Don’t be a passive victim—be active—be alive.” He 
reads it as good advice: There is this problem with evil—you really should deal with it. 
  
Carry that one step further—if you should, then you may. 
  
To interpret timshel to mean “you may” is to use a word that implies the possibility of choice. 
This is not a matter of theological hairsplitting. I think a strong case can be made that human 
beings have at least acted as if “you may” was the correct interpretation—acting as if our 
destiny is in our hands. 
  
Maybe. There’s our word. 
  
Continues Fulghum:  

The uncertainty is a blessing in disguise. 
  
If I were absolutely certain about all things, I would spend my life in anxious misery, fearful 
of losing my way. But since everything and anything are always possible, the miraculous is 
always nearby and wonders shall never, ever cease. 
  
I believe that human freedom may be stated in one term, which serves as a little brick 
propping open the door of existence: Maybe. 

  
  
So the choices we make are not preordained. 



Anything is possible. 
We always have a choice. 
Try living with that for a week. 
The world is still being created. 
How shall we behave? 


