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         As we begin a new year we offer  a taste of 
the wonderful range of learning in this 
congregation. There are articles  that reflect love 
for and engagement with our ancient holy texts.  
As we focus on teaching, we remember that the 
word "Torah" can be read as  "teaching." We're 
delighted to introduce our learned new Rabbi in 
Residence, Rabbi Laurence Edwards,  via both an 
interview and one of his own divrei Torah. For 
years  our community has  prized his  Talmud study 
sessions;  this year we look forward to even greater 
learning opportunities with him. 

	 Another dvar Torah comes  from one of 
our youngest learners; the excerpt from her bat 
mitzvah talk reminds us how thoughtful our 
children are and how we can learn from them. But 
it is  not just on the special occasion of a bat 
mitzvah that the congregation hears Torah 

interpreted by members. This year we look 
forward to frequent divrei Torah from lay people, 
and in this issue we are pleased to include a 
sample from last year.

	 Of course,  the Jewish learning and 
teaching of our members extend  beyond the 
synagogue walls. In this  issue we highlight one 
person's  experiences at Montgomery Place. We 
also offer two articles  from university students  in 
our congregation that illustrate the impact of 
rapidly changing technology on Jews and Jewish 
learning. 

	 Finally we turn to the back of the book to 
follow the continuing saga of our Rebel Without a 
Clue. 

            L'shanah tovah u-metukah!

Introduction to Volume II
TO

 L
EA

RN
 A

ND
 T

O 
TE

AC
H 

FA
LL

 2
01

3

Editorial Board:

     Yael Hoffman
     Shirley Holbrook
     Andrey Kuznetsov
     Howard Shuman

This publication may also be accessed at http://www.rodfei.org/To_Learn_and_To_Teach   

Submissions and responses may be sent to  crzwritings@gmail.com

http://www.rodfei.org/To_Learn_and_To_Teach
http://www.rodfei.org/To_Learn_and_To_Teach
mailto:crzwritings@gmail.com
mailto:crzwritings@gmail.com


3

  Rabbi Laurence Edwards is rabbi-in-residence for 
Congregation Rodfei Zedek. In addition to serving at 
congregations and lecturing at numerous colleges and 
seminaries, he has taught Judaism in Catholic high 
schools for the Catholic/Jewish Educational Enrichment 
Project of the American Jewish Committee and served as 
Associate National Director for Interreligious Affairs for 
the A.J.C.
 

Larry is married to Susan Boone, who works at the 
University of Chicago as Director of Administration and 
Operations Offices of the President and Provost. Susan 
has a Master’s degree from Harvard and Ph.D. from 
Syracuse University, both in ethics.  Her doctoral 
dissertation considered “The Appearance of Shame in 
Holocaust Testimony,” relying on the witness of Primo 
Levi and Elie Wiesel, and the philosophy of Emmanuel 
Levinas. 

Since moving to Chicago in 1997, both Larry and 
Susan have participated in the life of Rodfei Zedek in 
many ways, including serving on committees, teaching 
and supporting the daily minyan. 

              Rabbi Laurence Edwards

An Interview With Larry Edwards
 Stephanie Friedman is an  academic 
administrator at The University  of 
Chicago, lives in Hyde Park with  her 
partner, Miriam (an  administrative 
assistant at Akiba-Schechter Jewish 
Day  School who often  subs in the 
preschool), and their two daughters, 
Shira (age 10)  and Julia (age 5), who 
also attend the school. They  joined 
Rodfei Zedek last year, after many 
years at Congregation Or Chadash.

                                                      
“I guess  my earliest awareness of synagogue life was that it 

involves a lot of meetings, and then, oh, yeah, there are services 
on Friday night, but if you’re really involved, it means going to 
meetings,” jokes the son of the founding president of 
Congregation Solel (originally KAM – North Shore, a 
suburban offshoot of the Hyde Park synagogue), now known as 
Rabbi Larry Edwards. A longtime associate member and 
stalwart attendee of the weekday minyan, once and current 
Hyde Parker Rabbi Edwards will serve Rodfei Zedek as Rabbi-
in-Residence during a transitional year for the congregation. 

Rabbi Edwards completed his  undergraduate degree in 
general studies and humanities  at the University of Chicago, 
which “fed the dilettante side of me” through courses  on 
literature, philosophy, art history, and music theory. He went on 
to Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in 
Jerusalem and New York, where he was ordained in 1975, as 
part of the first cohort that spent its  first year in Jerusalem. 
Rabbinical school meant a chance to immerse himself in the 
texts and tradition he wanted to understand deeply.

With Rabbis Arnold Wolf, Jacob Weinstein, Max Ticktin, 
and Danny Leifer as his mentors and models,  Rabbi Edwards 
cultivated a desire to share text study and apply it to daily life. 
“Teaching is  very important to me,” he says, and you get the 
sense in talking to him  that it is  the core of his identity and 
practice as a rabbi.  For the first six years  after his ordination, he 
was Hillel Director and community rabbi  at Dartmouth 
College. He subsequently served as Hillel Director at Cornell 
University from 1981-1997. 

Since returning to Chicago, Rabbi Edwards served as  the 
rabbi for Congregation Or Chadash for ten years and 
completed his Ph.D. at Chicago Theological Seminary in Bible, 
Culture,  and Hermeneutics.  and has taught at DePaul 
University, University of Illinois at Chicago, and the Hebrew 
Seminary of the Deaf. He has been on the faculty of the 
Bronfman Youth Fellows in Israel, and is Book Review Editor 
of the CCAR Journal/Journal of Reform Judaism. As those 

Introducing Rabbi Larry Edwards
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who have participated in his Talmud classes  or listened to his 
divrei torah can testify, he considers every text under discussion 
with great care, rigor, and respect, always thinking about what 
the text can mean not only in its  original context,  but in ours as 
well, and he encourages others to do the same.

Textual discussions with Rabbi Edwards reveal his  spiritual 
as  well as scholarly investment in Judaism. For example, a 
conversation on the concept of chosenness reveals that he 
prefers to think in terms of being “claimed” (a term borrowed 
from his  wife, Susan Boone, who holds a Ph.D. in ethics from 
Syracuse University)  by Torah and tradition, “not because we 
deserve it or we’re better than anybody else but just because, 
somehow, it’s  been handed to us,  and we’re responsible for it.” 
This in turn leads  to the explanation that being claimed by this 
tradition “implies obligation, mitzvah.” For Rabbi Edwards, 
the central mitzvah is that you must not oppress  the stranger, 
central because of where and how many times it appears in the 
Torah, but also because:

“I just can’t see it as something we would think up about 
ourselves: oh, yeah, we were slaves, therefore we have to be 
really conscious and sensitive to those who are on the margins, 
the oppressed, those who are outside the mainstream. I can’t 
even imagine Moses sitting down and thinking that up. So in 
that way also, to me, it’s the central teaching of the Torah 
because it’s the Torah’s clearest evidence of it being trans-
human in its origin, it’s  beyond us. But once it’s said, this  is 
what we have to be about.”  

Rabbi Edwards lives this  understanding through social 
action, including via his work with the Jewish Council on 
Urban Affairs (founded by another one of his mentors, Rabbi 
Robert Marx), and his position as rabbi at Congregation Or 
Chadash, an LGBT-identified synagogue on the North Side, 
from which he has just retired after ten years of service. (His 
sister, Rabbi Lisa Edwards,  leads Congregation Beth 

Chadashim in Los Angeles, making them  the only brother and 
sister team  to serve LGBT congregations.) You can also see it in 
the way he interacts with people,  welcoming newcomers and 
reconnecting with regulars  after services. As  he puts it: 
“Everybody’s created in the divine image, everybody’s got that 
spark, some particular reason for being in the world, and we 
have to be open to that.” 

Rabbi Edwards has long brought this  sense of 
commitment and community to Rodfei Zedek. He looks 
forward to serving the congregation as Rabbi-In-Residence in 
the coming year. 

“…the thing [about the position] that intrigued me was in 
addition to the congregation being in the neighborhood, and 
made up of people I know, is  precisely the process  the 
congregation is  going through, the process of figuring out 
what’s  next, what models of synagogue life, community life,  can 
work in the future. …I thought it would be interesting to be up 
close to some intelligent, committed Jews trying to figure out 
what the next thing is.”

In this venture, he says,  “I want to listen more than I talk,” 
seeing his part “as a teacher, as an advisor when called upon, or 
just someone who might here and there be able to help keep 
things moving in a positive direction.” He believes  that he has a 
particularly applicable perspective to bring to a community as 
diverse as Rodfei Zedek’s:

“Twenty-two years of my rabbinic career were spent at 
Hillel, so I’m very comfortable in pluralistic Jewish settings, and 
with the dynamics of balancing, or trying to balance, different 
needs and interests, what’s involved in trying to sustain a 
pluralistic community. …that we are all involved in this larger 
project of constructing a Jewish community, and figuring out 
what’s  important, what our priorities are, and we don’t have to 
agree about everything, but we’re engaged in this process.”

Introducing Rabbi Larry Edwards - cont.
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A version of these remarks was delivered as a dvar Torah  at Congregation 
Rodfei Zedek on Shabbat Shoftim, August 10, 2013.

 Among the first lessons we learned in Drivers’ Ed class 
was to slow down when entering a turn and accelerate slightly 
coming out of it. We might apply this lesson to the month of 

Elul – אלול. Nothing lasting is achieved without preparation, 
and this  is the month in which we prepare for the most 
important spiritual effort of the year, slowing down as we enter 
the season of  turning.

	

      As has often been noted, “Elul” is  read by the rabbis as an 
acronym: Ani l’dodi v’dodi li. “I am my beloved’s and my beloved 
is  mine.” This is  a phrase from the Song of Songs, the 
passionate biblical scroll which does not explicitly mention 
God’s name, and which most modern scholars insist surely had 
its origin in very secular love poetry.  Yet the rabbis understood 
the Song of Songs as  an allegory of revelation. It is indeed love 
poetry, poems of  love between God and the Jewish people.

        As I contemplate this verse once more - Ani l’dodi v’dodi li, I 
am  struck by the two lameds.  Lamed is  the only Hebrew letter 
that extends above the imaginary line on the writing paper.  It 
reaches upward;  in the name “Elul” there is  a double reaching 
upward. As the call of the shofar – sounded each weekday 
morning this month – begins to turn our thoughts to a higher 
plane, the very letters of Elul remind us  to stretch, to reach 
beyond ourselves. As we slow down to enter the season of 
turning, we must try to go beyond where we have been, 
especially if we have been stuck there – perhaps quite 
comfortably – for a while.

     But there is another way to view the lameds. As a prefix, 
lamed often indicates possession. As  translated above – “I am my 
beloved’s and my beloved is  mine” – I belong to my beloved 
and my beloved belongs to me. But the lamed prefix can also 
indicate direction: I  am toward my beloved and my beloved is 
toward me. In the context of the preparations  of the month of 
Elul, I prefer this second meaning. In our personal relations, we 
turn toward one another. In our relationship with God, we turn 
toward God and ask God to turn toward us.

    Our reading of the Torah rapidly approaches the end of 
Deuteronomy. The entire book is set within the final days of 
Moses, and the very end of forty years of wandering in the 
wilderness. Wilderness  almost always has  a double meaning: it 
is  a physical place in which it is often difficult to finds one’s way, 
for it lacks clear markers. And it is also a trope for a spiritual 
condition, a sense of uncertainty, of trying to move forward, 
but without the clear knowledge of where exactly we are, or 
how to get where we hope to be.

     The month of Elul is a kind of wilderness, an ownerless 
expanse of possibility, in which to wander.  But over many 
centuries  Jewish tradition has marked out multiple paths that 
may help us make our way into the Days of Awe with intention 
and expectation.

       Joseph Dan, one of the great scholars of Jewish mysticism, 
writes about the innovations in Jewish thought made by the 

young genius,  Rabbi Isaac Luria in 16th century Safed. Luria is 
the one who contributed (among other things) the idea of  
 the contraction of God in order to make ,(tzimtzum) צמצום
room for creation. As Joseph Dan describes it:

…in order to create,  the supreme Godhead, 
the En Sof,  had to create an empty space in 
which the creation could be brought forth…

 The tzimtzum is the contraction of 
the Godhead into itself, away from  a certain 
space which was thus emptied (called 
“tehiru,” the Aramaic for “empty”). Thus, 
the first divine action in the history of the 
evolving cosmos was not a positive one but 
one of withdrawal:  the Godhead had to 
forsake the tehiru, or even to exile itself from 
it, in order that the process  of creation could 
be initiated. The tzimtzum, therefore, though 
positive in its  intention, postulates  divine exile 
as  the beginning of all existence. Exile is  no 
longer a human term, relating to the fate of 
the Jewish people;  it is a mysterious  process 
within the Godhead, which began long 
before the creation of man or of the people 
of  Israel.1

        Luria’s approach, a kind of mythic conception of cosmic 
reality, took hold of the imagination of the Jewish people and 
became part of mainstream Jewish thinking for the next three 
centuries. It spoke to a people traumatized by the upheaval of 
the expulsion from Spain, resonated amidst the aftershocks of 
exile. Exile is  not only something that happens to us;  it is  not 
simply a punishment for our sins. On the contrary, it is  a 
condition built in to the very structure of  reality.

       As Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, in a different context, 
“…the experience of not being at home in the world is a 
motivation for prayer. That experience gains intensity in the 
amazing awareness that God himself is not at home in the 
universe. …God is in exile…”2 Even though one of the 
rabbinic names for God is HaMakom,  “The Place,” Heschel 
imagines that God, like us, is  somehow out of place. We and 
God are in a wilderness, and though we may not see a clear 
path, Elul invites us to turn, once more, to face one another.

    Sometimes the opportunity to turn presents  itself as a 
wrenching shock to the system. Martin Buber writes  about the 
hard lot of the prophet Jeremiah, who had to tell the people of 
the impending exile. It will be a time when hope seems lost, our 
life as a people at an end. There may come such times also in 
the life of individuals. “But,” writes Buber, “the moment they 
are thrown into the pit, whatever spirit is still alive in Israel 
bursts into flame, and the turning begins in secret which, in the 
midst of the deepest distress, will lead to renewal.”4 The time of 
greatest difficulty may be precisely the opportunity for a kind of 
spiritual tzimtzum, a contraction, a turning inward.  Just as  God 
“contracted” in order to make space for the world, so we may 
sometimes  need, or be compelled, to withdraw, to prepare for 
what is next. 

Preparing the Turn (Tzimtzum)
by Rabbi Laurence Edwards
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     The unease of exile, wilderness, wandering… In our own 
lives, those times of dislocation, of unease,  even of disease, may 
become occasions for turning inward in order to discover 
secrets of one’s own life that enable us to find a way, perhaps a 
new way, out of the patterns  and ruts of safety and certainty 
and dull routine. The desert tests our mettle.  The less charted 
territory of Elul allows us  to move,  with purpose, into the more 

structured vessel of the Days of Awe. There we may accelerate 
our turn, outward, toward one another.

    Elul has begun, with its upward reach, and with it the 
opportunity to ease into the turn that must come, just ahead. 
And with it, too, the assurance that, however lost and distant 
we may feel ourselves to be, God is  waiting,  prepared to make a 
similar turn toward us.

Preparing the Turn (Tzimtzum) - cont.
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1 Joseph Dan, Jewish Mysticism and Jewish Ethics (University of  Washington, 1986), p. 94.
2 Abraham Joshua Heschel, “Prayer as Discipline” in The Insecurity of  Freedom (Schocken, 1959), p. 258.
3 Martin Buber, “False Prophets” in Israel and the World (Schocken, 1948), p. 118.

אלול
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Judy  was born and raised in 
Hyde Park. Her parents joined 
Rodfei Zedek in 1943; she 
attended Hebrew School, 
celebrated her Bat Mitzvah, 
and went on to Rodfei Hebrew 
high school at the Congregation. 
Judy  has a BA in  French and 
Ancient History  and an   MA in 
Biblical and post-biblical 
Hebrew. She earned a Ph.D. 
Biblical Studies and Cultural 

Anthropology  from the Chicago Theological Seminary   (2004). Judy  has 
two children, Ruth, an  assistant professor of  Biological Sciences at North 
Carolina Central University, and Adam, a Ph.D. in Neuroscience, now 
working  on a post doc in Tokyo, Japan.  She has two grandchildren, Ruth's 
sons, Ben and Alex. Judy is married to Dr. Eugene L. Balter.

“Honor your father and your mother, as the Lord your God 
commanded you, so that your days may be long  and that it 
may go well with you in the land that the Lord your God is 
giving you” (Deut 5:16; see Ex 19:12). 

        My  mother’s  admission  to  Montgomery  Place  with 
vascular dementia changed my life. She spent four years and 
three months there, inexorably declining. Nevertheless,  she was 
happy. She saw my father every day. Whenever there was 
singing, she joined in. She taught the staff old camp songs she 
remembered. She struck up a friendship with another elderly 
social worker and they had “sessions” on the couch in the 
activity room. First and third Fridays of every month were 
special. A little before 5 p.m.,  my father and I would take 
mother down to the chapel on the first floor. There, from 5 to 
5:30,  we attended a Shabbat service led by Elaine Smith. One 
of the attendees would light the Shabbat candles, we would 
bless them, and we would read or sing the prayers. At the end, 
everyone received a piece of challah and a cup of grape juice. 
Equally wonderful for my parents was the annual Montgomery 
Place seder, a beautiful communal meal with all the special 
Passover items, singing, and a large print JCC Senior Adults 
Haggadah in Hebrew and English. Montgomery Place 
generously provided the space, the cook and kitchen staff, and 
the fancy paper plates;  we volunteers did the planning, set 
things up, and brought the “Jewish food.” 
	
 After my mother died, my father and I felt so close to, and 
comfortable with our Montgomery Place minyan that we 
continued to attend services regularly. By the time Elaine Smith 
“retired” from volunteering there,  I had the confidence to take 
over her role.

My experience at Montgomery Place taught me a great 

deal.  I witnessed first hand the importance of Jewish identity 
for these elderly people, whether or not they had previously 
been observant or knowledgeable Jews. Generally speaking, 
new life circumstances rob the elderly of a sense of security. At 
Montgomery Place, in addition to the usual issues – a new and 
unfamiliar environment,  institutional food,  declining health -- 
they live as a minority in a senior facility run by the 
Episcopalian Diocese. According to anthropologists, minority 
status plays an important role in ethnic identity formation. The 
less numerous or powerful group defines itself over against the 
majority.  When my father moved to Montgomery Place’s 
assisted living quarters, he suddenly became super-kosher;  until 
then, he had been quasi-kosher at home. His sister, who lives in 
a Jewish retirement home where a rabbi comes  to conduct 
services, rarely, if ever, attends because no identity issue exists 
there. 

Once, I recall, I remarked to Rabbi Wolf that services 
were repetitive. He replied that repetition creates  security. My 
oldest congregants are witness to the truth of his observation. 
They prefer the old, familiar words from the Xeroxed services 
we’ve used for the past fifteen years to something new and 
unfamiliar.  I respect their wishes;  after all, we youngsters repeat 
the same words every week at Rodfei Zedek , as well.

My experience at Montgomery Place is not confined to 
the  Jewish elderly.  After I received my Ph.D. in 2004,  I decided 
that if I couldn’t find a teaching job,  I would do volunteer work 
with the demented at Montgomery Place in repayment for the 
kindness  and love shown my mother. For several years, I read 
stories to patients in the dementia ward. Then, in 2007 when 
my father moved into assisted living, I began reading to my 
father and a small,  congenial group of intellectually-inclined 
residents  with failing eyesight and short attention spans. I 
continue to this  day. My auditors are retired librarians, teachers 
and nurses;  they have taught me much. They are unfailingly 
kind, polite, and patient. They enjoy humor. They appreciate 
attention from someone outside the staff. If their cognition is a 
little less than nimble,  they compensate for it by expressing, and 
reacting to, emotion. They never complain about their physical 
disabilities. I look forward to spending my Monday afternoons 
with them, they are my friends.

As for my interpretation of the commandment, “Honor 
your father and mother,” perhaps  it is simplistic. It means that 
the child who honors  her parents (or the parents of others) not 
only gives of herself, but receives  the reward of feeling 
necessary and useful. She eventually provides a good role 
model for her own children. She will live a long,  happy, 
fulfilling life because her adult children will emulate kindness, 
patience, and consideration. I see this in my own children. A 
role model is like a tradition. We are a people of repetition, of 
tradition. That is why we continue to exist.

Praying Together at Montgomery Place  
             
 by Judith R. Phillips-Balter
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 Elizabeth Meyer is the daughter 
of  Joshua Meyer and Catherine 
Beard, who, with children Ben, 
Elizabeth, Nathaniel, and 
William, joined Rodfei Zedek 
last year.  She has been  a 
participant in  the Family  Institute 
and is beginning  her eighth grade 
year at the University  of Chicago 
Laboratory  Schools. On  April 
21, 2013  Elizabeth celebrated 
h e r Ba t Mi tz vah a t t h e 
Congregation  and presented a 
dvar Torah, excerpted here.

   In Leviticus Moses commands the priestly caste, the 
Kohanim to avoid shaving their heads, to avoid contact with 
the dead except under strict circumstances,  and how to 
perform sacrifices.  Ezekiel commenting hundreds  of years later 
around 586 BCE, envisions a return to Jerusalem, the temple 
and reinstatement of the priestly caste.  In doing so, he offers a 
rigid view of  the priestly rules. 

         Few of these priestly rules  have a direct correlation to our 
lives.  As our religious lives are not led by the priestly caste, 
these rules  no longer have a direct relevance to our faith and 
commitment to G-d.  Today we do not offer sacrifices;  rather 
we offer prayers.  In our community, rabbis  and the synagogues 
have largely replaced the roles  of the priestly caste and the 
temple in Jerusalem.  

         Yet, while these rules  have lost relevance the sacred notion 
of purity remains with us today.  The precise path Moses and 
Ezekiel offer to priests in ancient times serves the same 
objectives  for which we are here today.   We seek to be a holy 

people, a people with a covenant with G-d and a people 
committed to the Mitzvoth.  

       While my Torah Portion in Leviticus  chapter 21 is focused 
on rules for the priests,  when we step back and examine the 
entire book of Leviticus in a larger context, there are many 
Mitzvoth that are fundamental to Judaism and humanity.   
These include commandments  that form the universal and 
eternal basis of human interactions.  Leviticus tells us,   “You 
shall not pick your vineyard bare or gather the fallen fruit of 
your vineyard.  You shall leave them  for the poor and the 
stranger.   You shall not steal.  You shall not deal deceitfully or 
falsely with one another.” While I am  not a priest, these rules 
apply to me, and everyone else in this  room  today. We all must 
treat one another fairly and we must treat the poor and the 
stranger with dignity, humility, and respect. 

     After  leading  the Israelites to freedom in the book of 
Exodus, in the book of Leviticus Moses sets standards and 
examples that endure in our modern lives.  We should 
remember these former slaves Moses led were not familiar with 
a civil society, let alone a priestly society.   Thus Moses  provided 
the people with many fundamental rules for social behaviors 
and specific rules for priests to obtain purity and sacredness.  

        Today is  a very important day for me. Today I become an 
adult in Jewish society. Just as  Moses and Ezekiel had strict rules 
for purity to sanctify priests, today Judaism  has evolved and 
allows me to be called to the Torah. Only one hundred years 
ago girls could not have done this, as  there was no such thing as 
a Bat Mitzvah ceremony for a young girl. There was only a Bar 
Mitzvah for a boy.  Today Judaism is  more inclusive for women 
and I embrace it.  This  summer I will be going to Israel with my 
grandma. I am  very excited to learn about the culture and 
more about Judaism during this special trip.

Dvar Torah: Of Priests and Purity 
	 	
by Elizabeth Meyer
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Margo Criscuola is an educational 
consultant, specializing  in literacy 
for middle- and high-school grades. 
For many  years she served as 
D i r e c t o r o f  R e s e a r c h a n d 
Evaluation for the Great Books 
Foundation, organizing  teacher 
professional development projects, 
designing  curriculum materials, and 
evaluating  Great Books school 
programs. She holds a B.A. in 
E n g l i s h a n d a n M . A . i n 
Humanities from the University  of 

Chicago, and a Ph.D. in English 
from Washington  University, St. Louis. She has been a member of  Rodfei 
Zedek for more than 25 years, and has served on the board and as an 
officer. Her daughter Esther grew up and was married at Rodfei, and she, 
her husband, Andrew de Laix, and their son Roger are frequent visitors.

Margo offers thanks to Rabbi Elliot Gertel and Hillel Grey for their help with this 
paper. They are not responsible for the contents.

      How can a society be ordered in a truly fair way? Mattot 
Massei offers an exploration of this theme, presenting a 
situation in which the Israelites  seemed to have a clean slate to 
create a peaceful, successful, fair society. The parsha describes 
two routes  to fairness: equal division, and division with respect 
to differences.

     The first route to fairness presented is  the equal division 
among the tribes in the Israelites’  war against the Midianites. 
Every tribe supplies  one thousand men. No tribe will be able to 
say that it bore the brunt of the war, or that it deserves more 
credit for it. But while this kind of fairness is designed to 
promote unity among the tribes, some object that the tribes are 
not equal in population, so a thousand men is a smaller 
proportion of  some than of  others.

        A second route to fairness, based on relevant differences, is 
seen after the war with the Midianites, when the spoil is 
divided. The warriors receive half, and the rest of the 
population half;  then a tax is levied on the two amounts: 1/500, 
or .02%  for the warriors, and 1/50, or 2%  for the general 
population. (Numbers  31: 27-30) This is fair because the 
warriors bore the toil and risk of battle, and of the defilement 
for which they must be purified. Of course the tax for both the 
warriors and the civilians is quite small;  otherwise, it might 
seem less fair. 

      This  second  approach is also taken  to settling the land 
fairly: a division of the land among individual Israelite families 
with respect to differences. The larger tribes  will get more land, 
the smaller tribes less. "You shall inherit the land by lot 
according to your families--to the more ye shall give the more 
inheritance, and to the fewer thou shalt give the less 
inheritance;  wheresoever the lot falleth to any man, that shall 
be his;  according to the tribes of your fathers shall ye 
inherit" (Numbers 33:54). The tribes  of Reuben, Gad and the 

half-tribe of Manasseh take it upon themselves to alter the plan 
choosing their land themselves. They have the most cattle, 
Gilead is good for cattle, and so they claim that land as their 
"inheritance." (Numbers 32:19) Moses  is  upset, but when these 
tribes  promise to do their “fair share” in conquering the land, 
Moses promptly agrees, even though the original “fair share” 
plan has  been abandoned. This  of course shows that the tribes 
do not really start with a clean slate;  they are already unequal, 
in that some are larger than others,  and some have more cattle, 
or are more skilled at keeping cattle, than the others. 

     The rabbis of the Talmud were somewhat troubled by the 
behavior of these tribes, suggesting that Reuben and Gad are 
punished by being the first tribes  to be carried away by the 
Assyrians. In Tanakh, however,  Moses promptly agrees to it, 
and later Joshua makes several similar adjustments to the 
original division, as tribes are found or claim to be larger or 
smaller than originally thought. 

     This fairness  of respecting differences is again seen in the 
provision for the Levites. Not everyone will be involved strictly 
in agriculture;  some must lead worship and administer justice. 
So cities  and common land surrounding them were reserved for 
the Levites.

     A decision that combines both strict equality among the 
tribes  and respect for differences is  the choice of leaders for the 
conquest of Canaan. Each tribe’s  prince becomes a leader, 
except for Judah, Simeon and Benjamin. For those tribes, very 
capable men who were not princes are named, including 
Joshua and Caleb, and they are mentioned first,  presumably 
because they will have a greater say in the command of the 
whole army. Assigning the leadership to the tribal princes  seems 
a fair way to divide up the leadership among the tribes;  but in 
some cases of special merit it is set aside, a decision that is 
probably beneficial for all. 

                                          - - - - -

       Modern decisions reflect the forms of  division exemplified 
in the Torah.  Equal division  (explicitly based upon Numbers 
33:54)  was implemented by the Emigrant Aid Societies, which 
sponsored European emigrants to America. For instance, before 
leaving Switzerland, the families that settled New Glarus, 
Wisconsin, formally pledged to draw lots for tracts of land,  and 
to cooperate with each other whether the land they received 
was more or less desirable. 

      Something like the plan for Reuben and Gad also appears 
in the American Homestead Act of 1862, the great plan 
prioritized by Lincoln and by which the west was largely 
settled.  The Homestead Act neither divided the land among all 
citizens, as the Emigrant Aid Societies did among their 
members, nor awarded the land to those who served or 
provided for the government, as territories in the old Northwest 
and Missouri were given to soldiers, creditors of the 
government, and some who lost their homes in the 
Revolutionary war and the War of 1812. The Homestead Act 
did not even reserve the land for American citizens. Instead, the 
Act granted land to those most able to use it: Any person, 
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including an immigrant or an escaped slave, who could 
improve the land, that is,  build a house, live there, and cultivate 
or graze it for a certain period, could receive title.

        Was this  fairer than  the Emigrant Aid Societies’ method? 
It was, in the sense that it was more productive of wealth for 
the society as a whole. Anthony Trollope, touring America in 
1861, estimated that it would probably take at least a century 
before the Great Plains were settled and became states (North 
America, 1862). Frederick Jackson Turner in 1893 theorized 
that the equal opportunity offered by the frontier for those who 
were able to endure its  hardships  was a key factor in the 
formation of a democratic, egalitarian and optimistic 
American ethos. He also announced that the American frontier 
had closed, just thirty years after the Homestead Act (The 
Significance of the Frontier in American History,  1893). Within 
little more than a generation, the Great Plains became the 
largest source of grain for the world,  and ships  taking that grain 
to Europe provided the steerage in which many of our great-
grandparents came here.

                                          - - - - -

      Back to biblical times: The equal division of the promised 
land among the tribes  and within their populations almost 
immediately posed a knotty problem. It was easily foreseen that 
within a generation or two this equality would be disturbed. 
Some people would have better land and would prosper, or 
would prosper because they made better use of land,  while 
others would lose their land through inheritance or sale. 

   The Jubilee Year was  established to restore land to its 
ancestral owner (Leviticus 25:10), but the return of land in the 
Jubilee Year is  not mentioned as ever happening in the course 
of Tanakh.  The Jubilee Year posits a vast social upheaval in a 
simple society that had no way to register deeds and retain 
written records. The sabbatical year in which lands are left 
fallow and a Jubilee in which bondsmen are set free are feasible, 
but returning land to the descendants of the original holders 
among the tribes seems a practical impossibility in a time 
before databases. Nor would such a return of the land in the 

Jubilee Year be an unqualified good. A holder of land to be 
returned would think twice before making long-term 
improvements, such as terracing and ditching for irrigation,  or 
the planting of vineyards and orchards. Yet these improvements 
would increase the wealth of  the society as a whole. 

    Another problem with equal division is  brought up in 
Massei.  The daughters of Zeloph’had are to inherit the land 
due to their father, but other members of their tribe protest. If 
the daughters marry outside their tribe, the land will leave the 
tribe. The fair solution?  The daughters must marry within the 
tribe (Numbers 36:6-8). It is only a slight exaggeration to say 
that they and every woman without a brother are bound to 
their inheritance in a kind of serfdom;  their actions must 
conform to the requirements  of their land, rather than being 
freely chosen for their own personal good. The Book of Tobit 
describes the law as including a punishment of death to a 
father who permits his daughter to marry outside of his tribe. 
The rabbis recoiled from  this  and argued that this judgment 
was only for the generation that first entered the land. After 
that, a woman marrying outside her tribe might pass on her 
inheritance from her father to her son, moving it to her 
husband’s tribe. But the rabbis also pointed out that the issue 
was moot after Reuben and Gad were carried away by the 
Assyrians. Thus the equal division of the land among families 
poses a new problem for our fair society: How can individuals 
have command over their own paths  in life while still preserving 
the equal division?  How can individuals’ differences  be 
respected, and tribes receive and keep their equal due?

     So in Mattot and Massei we have now encountered  two 
great modes of fairness—equal division,  and division or 
judgment with respect to differences—and we have seen these 
applied to both the tribes and individuals. Some virtues and 
problems  of each are clear. Equal division forestalls envy, and 
encourages group cohesion, making sure that all feel 
advantaged. Division with respect to differences can realize the 
advantages to the whole group that accrue when tribes  or 
individuals do what they do best or are treated according to 
their real actions. 
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Hillary  Gimpel, a recent college graduate 
from Brandeis University, is about to 
begin a Master of Social Work program 
at Washington  University  in St. Louis. 
After graduating  in  2012, Hillary  spent 
the year working  at jU: Jewish 
University, where she learned a lot about 
how to excite and engage Jewish students 
in college and graduate school. Hillary, 
daughter of members Jo and Jim, was 
born into the Rodfei Zedek community, 
and has enjoyed growing  up  with the 
congregation, as it too has evolved. 

	   	   	   	   Nearly gone are the days when flyers on the bathroom 
mirror could entice a college student to attend a special lecture 
or club meeting. No longer do these young people pay attention 
to the posters on the wall advertising the event they actually 
would have wanted to attend, if only they’d heard about it. 
Snail mail seems a thing of the past, and does anyone even 
read a real newspaper anymore?

       In the enduring words  of the great Bob Dylan, “the times, 
they are a changing.” 

   So how does this generation, Generation Y (a.k.a. the 
Millennials), receive information? And more importantly, how 
do we get them to pay attention to what we’re offering?

       Today, every industry is  scrambling to create a product that 
Millennials want to consume. Today, you can hail a cab with 
your smartphone, you can pay your rent via text,  and you can 
start a romantic relationship on the Internet. 

        Judaism is no exception to this technological shift. 

    Millennials,  myself included, are constantly plugged-in to 
our devices, for better or worse. We spend countless hours 
perusing our friends’ life updates on Facebook, pretending to be 
real adults on LinkedIn, and heaven forbid I should log on to 
Pinterest when I have something important that needs  to get 
done. 

    I can even get my Judaism fix on the Internet. I receive 
emails from Jewish organizations  telling me about all the events 
I could attend in Chicago, and I can get my fill of Jewish news, 
not only from  Judaism-specific sites, but also from popular 
online publications  such as The Huffington Post, which features 
a handy Judaism tab in their Religion section. 

      I can be connecting to Judaism, to Israel,  to other Jews, all 
while sitting in front of  my laptop. Meshugah, right? 

     As I prepare to move to St.  Louis for graduate school, the 
World Wide Web has  enabled me to scope out the Jewish scene 
there from the comfort of my Hyde Park bedroom. I have used 
Facebook to “like” and connect to the organizations in St.  

Louis  about which I’m interested in learning more, and have 
even judged organizations negatively for having a less than 
comprehensive website, failing to provide me with the 
information for which I was looking. 

   My own, if somewhat premature,  judgment  of an 
organization’s web presence, is not unusual among my 
generation;  it is  a testament to the importance of an 
organization’s up-to-date and engaging digital platform. A 
website or Facebook page is often the consumer’s first 
impression, and those stick. 

    More important than  its  marketing is  the product itself. 
What is  Judaism to Millennials? Where do they obtain it? How 
do they consume it? What purpose does it serve for them? 

    Among my Jewish peers,  regular synagogue attendance is 
low. Really low. Yet, that doesn’t seem  to define this generation’s 
sense of Jewish-ness. People don’t stop being Jewish because 
they don’t go to synagogue often enough. So if synagogue on 
Shabbat morning isn’t speaking to Generation Y, what is? 

  Being Jewish today means belonging to an engaging 
community, more than it means  there’s a tush in a seat for 
Shabbat services. It means spending time with others  with 
similar upbringings and values, more than it means keeping 
glatt kosher. It’s  about reaching out and grabbing onto Judaism 
in the way that makes most sense to the individual. 

      For me, Hillel at Brandeis didn’t feel like the right way for 
me to “be Jewish.” Shocking, I know. What was my way in 
college, then? When I lived in a house off-campus,  it was 
having my friends over for Shabbat dinner, lighting candles and 
drinking (NOT-Manischewitz) wine. It was about being 
together with people, Jews and non-Jews alike, who wanted to 
acknowledge that something special was happening, and that it 
was the same something special that many of our parents and 
grandparents had acknowledged before us. We were taking 
ownership of our Judaism by connecting to the tradition in our 
own, relevant-to-us way. 

     In case you’re  worried, I’m  not advocating doing away 
with the entire infrastructure as we know it. If I didn’t have the 
Rodfei Zedek Hoffman Religious  School education that I 
received as  a child and pre-Bat Mitzvah, I wouldn’t feel as 
knowledgeable or connected to Judaism  as I do today. Having 
an understanding of the prayers and rituals gives me the proper 
know-how and empowerment to do things my way. 

   In addition to my Jewish education, I grew up in an 
observant household. While I occasionally saw it as  a burden 
during my adolescence, the fact that my family made a point to 
be together every Friday night for Shabbat left me with a great 
love of that tradition. It wasn’t just a celebration of Shabbat, it 
was also a time to be with family and friends, and to connect 
with the Jewish community. 

   Last summer, when I started working for jU: Jewish 
University, a new Jewish organization serving students at the 
University of Chicago, being Jewish for me became about 
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helping others  be Jewish. Having not been moved or engaged 
by Brandeis Hillel activities  as an undergraduate,  I felt it was an 
especially important task for me to take on. 

       From the very beginning, jU gave lots of time and thought 
to its web presence and social media strategy.  Online marketing 
to my generation is like holding a toy in front of a 3-year-old 
and trying to keep her attention while she has twenty other toys 
strewn about that she could easily pick up and play with 
instead. The trick is to make your toy the prettiest and most 
engaging, so the 3-year-old is happiest with that one.

        It follows that with Millennials’ noses in their smartphones 
most of the day and night, the way to keep their attention is to 
try to be the shiniest, most interesting toy on the web. As surely 
as  a way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, so too is the 
Internet the most direct route to a Millennial’s radar. After all, 
who cares  how good your real life programs are if no one 
knows about them or attends? 

       As  technology forces  the world to adapt, we all have to look 
at things from a new perspective. You can’t give a typewriter to 
a kid who wanted a new laptop;  it’s not useful,  it’s outdated, it’s 
irrelevant. Similarly, we can’t expect today’s  youth to be 
chomping at the bit for a Judaism  that doesn’t make sense to 
them in this day and age. 

       The Judaism  that I, and other Millennials, practice today, is 
very different from  the Judaism that our parents practiced, 
which was different from the Judaism their parents  practiced. 
Judaism evolves and that is  beautiful and essential;  things that 
don’t adapt with the times have no chance of remaining viable 
in perpetuity. 

    So,  visit  our  website  (www.rodfei.org) or like us on 
Facebook (www.facebook.com/CongregationRodfeiZedek)  and 
connect to the future of  Judaism. 
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Joe Philipson  is a junior at Tufts 
University  in  Medford, MA., 
studying  political science and 
r e l i g i o n .  H i s p r i m a r y 
concentrations are US politics, 
Christianity, race, and difference.  
In the past, he has served as an 
intern for the Cummings/Hillel 
Program for Holocaust and 
Genocide Education  at Tufts 
Hillel, and as the undergraduate 
intern in the Office of the President 

at Tufts.  Currently  he is an  adjunct member of the working  group for 
IMAGE (Initiative on Mass Atrocities and Genocide) at Tufts, and is 
studying  abroad at the University  of Chile in  Santiago, Chile, where he is 
interning  at Revista Mensaje, the Jesuit magazine of Chile. The following 
is an excerpt from his blog of  August 14, 2013.

       In  his  magnum  opus,  The  Sabbath, Rabbi Abraham 
Joshua Heschel wrote: “[t]he higher goal of spiritual living is 
not to amass a wealth of information, but to face sacred 
moments” (Heschel, The Sabbath, 6).  Heschel’s point here is 
that it is  a human responsibility to humbly acknowledge and 
wonder at the spirituality of the universe, specifically with 
regard to Shabbat each week.  He continued: “[s]piritual life 
begins to decay when we fail to sense the grandeur of what is 
eternal in time” (ibid).

      On Shabbat two  weeks ago, I took my first opportunity 
since arriving in Santiago to really celebrate, to really try to 
sense the sacred moment of Shabbat, and the even more 
powerful experience that is  Shabbat in a new place.  The 
evening was made all the more sacred because it was spent with 
family.   My grandmother has maintained a relationship with 
distant cousins of her second husband;  while the patriarch they 
once knew, Tzvi Awner, has left this world, his  son Harry 
remains in Santiago with his  wonderful family.  Harry spent 
some time on Long Island near where my father grew up, and 
fondly remembers  getting to know my grandparents, my dad, 
and my two uncles.  When I came to Chile, Harry welcomed 
me as only mishpacha can, and took me to Shabbat services at 
his synagogue followed by dinner in his home.

      The  Jewish  community  in  Santiago consists of about 
15,000 Jews who practice in a variety of ways.  There are 
nearly ten synagogues in Santiago, including Harry’s synagogue 
B’nei Israel (celebrating 75 years  this  year), a Chabad House, 
and Aish HaTorah.  There are a handful of conservative 
synagogues, several orthodox communities, and there is  at least 
one reform temple.  There is also a Jewish day school,  the Dr. 
Chaim Weitzman Hebrew Institute, where Harry’s  wife 
attended school and where his children now learn as well.

   Attending services at B’nei Israel was a truly moving 
experience.  While Harry told me that attendance might have 
been a little higher than usual,  there were 150 people in the 

room for services,  led by a cantor,  student, pianist, and a senior 
educator in place of the rabbi who was away at a conference.  
The place was packed full of middle and high school students 
who were participatory in general, but also treated services as a 
social opportunity to see friends and be with family—an 
attitude that lent tremendous vibrancy and a strong feeling of 
closeness to the community.  It was clear that they are already 
developing into strong future members and leaders  of the 
community.

     Services were mostly familiar, full of many of the same 
melodies I am used to from the US.  Those that were new were 
a welcome reminder that despite practicing the same mitzvot, 
each community has its own lovely nuances.  At B’nei Israel, 
that includes  joyful singing, dancing during L’cha Dodi 
(welcome the Shabbat bride),  and making sure every member 
of the congregation is  physically touching someone else so all 
are bound the chain of community during Misheberach (prayer 
for healing the sick).  There is little in the world more moving 
than traveling somewhere far from home, finding the Jewish 
community, and joining loudly in song to welcome Shabbat 
together, to take a moment with a new group in a new place to 
sense the grandeur of what is  eternal—and indeed what is the 
same—in time.

       At the end of services, all of the young children go up to 
the bimah to lead Aleinu (a prayer), Kiddush (blessing the 
wine), hand washing (self-explanatory), and Motzi (blessing over 
the bread).  After services there is, obviously, opportunity for 
congregants to make their own blessings and partake in wine, 
hand washing, and bread.  (I’ll add that the nice thing about 
doing this in this way is that everyone can go home and sit right 
down to dinner after services, no need to wait.)  Just before the 
end of services, families are invited to join together to bless the 
children.  As I hugged Harry and his family,  the stress and 
uncertainty of my first three weeks in Chile (and four weeks out 
of the US), melted away as the sacred time of Shabbat took 
over.

     Dinner was as  frailach (joyful, energetic)  as  services  had 
been.  Harry and his  family had prepared a wonderful 
vegetarian Shabbat dinner for me, and they regaled me with 
stories of their travels  to various  Jewish sites  around the world, 
experiences during their upbringing, and the children’s (though 
they’re really not kids anymore) lives and aspirations.  My dry 
wit managed, for the evening, to translate over to Spanish, and 
the family’s  excellent sense of humor led us to share a lot of 
laughter.  We also seriously discussed some of Chile’s history, 
the history of the Jewish community, and the current political 
and social situation.  As I always do when I meet people here, I 
learned a lot about Chilean history, and in a very specific 
context;  this time, however, I learned about it in the context of 
a Jewish experience—something to which I am much closer.

        In keeping with his  thesis, Heschel implored his readers: 
“we must not forget that it is  not a thing that lends significance 
to a moment;  it is the moment that lends significance to 
things.”  When you stop to acknowledge Shabbat, it can greatly 
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enhance the significance of that which you have—a 
community, a family, a home, a little bit of food, or feet that are 
tired from travels.  Shabbat in Santiago was  an opportunity to 
rest my body and my mind, and to get to know these family 
members who speak another language but feel as close as if I 
had known them my whole life;  it was an opportunity to engage 
with an unfamiliar community, to reflect on the people I have 
met and my experiences in this foreign land.

       It’s  only Wednesday night in Santiago, and this Shabbat I 
will be in Curacautín, a small village in the southern part of the 

country, reuniting with friends at once old and new.  
Nonetheless, it is my wish that this weekend, everyone can take 
a moment to allow a sanctification of time to add meaning to 
that which surrounds us, no matter how much or how little: 
family,  community, food, travel, home, friends—whatever.  Take 
a moment to stop amassing your wealth of information, and 
instead face a sacred moment.  May this  Shabbat and all the 
Shabbatot that follow be me’en olam haba,  like the eternity of 
the world to come.
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Jeff Ruby  is the chief dining  critic of Chicago 
magazine, his employer since 1997. He is  a graduate 
of  the University  of Kansas journalism school and also 
has a bachelor’s in philosophy  from  the University  of 
Colorado.  He is the husband of Sarah  Abella, who 
grew up at Rodfei Zedek;  and they  are the parents of 
Hannah, Max and Abigail.

When I watch baseball, I always imagine myself  at bat, 
wondering if  I were suddenly thrown into the situation, how 
would I do against a big league fastball? Would I embarrass 
myself ? 

The answer, of  course, is yes. 

I often wonder the same thing when I’m at services and the 
rabbi launches into a sermon. What if  I were suddenly standing 
on the bima, with no notes or agenda? Could I find something 
to say, something interesting and smart and true—something 
that resonated with the congregation and had people nodding 
their heads in agreement or stirring their hearts in some unseen 
way? Or would I embarrass myself ?

I’ve penned a million sermons in my head over the years, 
usually while listening to other sermons, and every single one of 
them is funny and heartwarming. I speak of  Judaism with clear 
eyes, expressing an understanding for the complexities facing 
the congregation with true insight. My rhetoric earns me the 
first standing ovation in the history of  synagogue, scores 
multiple book deals and cures various strains of  cancer.

The most recent theoretical sermon is a simple story about 
my wife.

When Sarah was pregnant with our first child, Hannah, 
she asked what synagogue I thought we should raise this kid in. 
I had no answer. Probably, I imagined we would pick 
somewhere convenient near our home, go to high-holiday 
services, and halfheartedly cling to the same tired traditions the 
way I had as a child. I was essentially sentencing Hannah-to-be 
to the same punishment I had endured: A Jew growing up 
indifferent, uneducated, uninvolved. I simply didn’t have the 
energy—or the vision—to imagine anything else.

After several ill-fated attempts to fit in at north side shuls 
that usually ended in arguments between us, Sarah suggested 
Rodfei Zedek. Her family had a history at Rodfei, and she had 
been periodically dragging me along to services there for a few 
years at this point. I reflexively turned up my nose; to me, 
Rodfei was bland and lifeless.

“Fine,” Sarah responded. “Then where do you suggest?”

What I want doesn’t exist.

“What do you want?”

A place that’s the exact opposite of  what I grew up with. A place 
where kids want to go. Where they’ll feel connected to each other, and to us, 
and to Jewish traditions, and where the community is intertwined with our 
everyday lives. And I don’t know of  any such place in Chicago.

“OK, then,” Sarah said. “Let’s create a place like that.”

I laughed. Who had ever heard of  such a thing?
 	

       But one look at Sarah, and I knew she was serious. And 
that she could make it happen. And that I was going to have to 
stop bitching and do something too.

We spent many a Saturday morning alone in a room at 
shul, conducting a half-hearted Tot Shabbat for ourselves and 
our child. 

Then the funniest thing happened: People started showing 
up. Kids began participating. Their parents told other parents. 
Friendships were forged; traditions born, and before we knew 
it, the room was full of  people who not only wanted to be there, 
they looked forward to the ritual week after week. And, to my 
surprise, I was among them.

In 2012, eight years after that conversation with Sarah, we 
had our third child. At Abigail’s baby naming, as I sat with my 
suddenly large family in front of  the chapel and looked out at 
the smiling faces from our past and our present—some Jewish, 
some not, all gathered to welcome a child to the world—I 
finally realized: This is the place. The place that Sarah 
envisioned. The synagogue, which I had not long earlier 
considered moribund, was throbbing with life and new 
promise. I’m not saying that my wife is singlehandedly 
responsible for resurrecting Rodfei; to suggest as much belittles 
all the hard work that so many people have done. I just know 
that she believed the best way to connect our kids to Judaism 
was to do it ourselves, and that’s exactly what happened.

I felt more than a little pride at Abigail’s naming, when 
Rebecca Milder, whose family was one of  the first to show up 
for Tot Shabbats, called up the children to sing at the end of  
the service. A giant sea of  little bodies came forward, each one 
belonging to a confident young Jew. I thought back to the first 
Tot Shabbats when we sat in that room with three or four 
families, wondering if  this was going to work, and couldn’t 
believe I was such a naysayer.

It’s tempting to say that baby naming was the culmination 
of  all this hard work, but when I looked at Avi after the service 
ended, fresh and new and oblivious to the joy surrounding her 
even as she was passed from arm to arm, it didn’t feel like a 
culmination. It felt like a beginning.

Rebel Without a Clue
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