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As I hope many of us know, a Jew is instructed never to enjoy anything in this 

world without saying a brachah.  This applies especially to food.  Before we eat 

anything, we should say a brachah.  But it isn’t always clear which brachah you 

should say. Let’s say, for example,  you’re eating pumpkin seeds.  Pumpkins grow 

from the ground, so the brachah you say over them is “Boreh pri ha-adamah” -- 

“Blessed is the one who creates the fruit of the earth.”  But what about pumpkin 

seeds?  You don’t plant a pumpkin to get the seeds. They’re secondary to the 

purpose of planting the pumpkin, which is to get an edible pumpkin.  So when 

you’re eating pumpkin seeds, you say, “She-hakol nihyeh bidravo,” -- You thank 

God for this food that “came into being because of God’s word” --  a catch-all 

blessing for items that don’t fall clearly into one of the usual categories. 

 

But that’s not true for all seeds. Sunflower seeds, for example, are different.  

Sunflower seeds are harvested from a sunflower planted to give you seeds.  Since 

they’re an essential goal -- if not the essential goal --  of the planting, the blessing 

you say is “Boreh pri ha-adamah.”  You praise God as the “creator of the fruit of 

the earth.” 

 



2 

 
 

Now, why am I thinking about what brachah one should say before eating a 

sunflower seed?  

 

Because this year, my family and I will be adding sunflower seeds to our seder 

plate.  We’ll be eating them very early in the seder, during the Karpas section of 

the Haggadah.  Typically, for that part of the seder, we make the brachah over 

green vegetables, such as celery and parsley, and then we eat them as appetizers.  

This year, we’ll be serving sunflower seeds as well.   And since the same brachah 

applies to them as well, we won’t need to add a separate, different brachah.  

 

Now, you may ask, why are we adding sunflower seeds to our seder ritual this 

year? 

 

The answer is that the sunflower is the national flower of Ukraine.  As a blogger 

recently wrote, “The sunflower is becoming a symbol of resistance against the 

country's invasion by Russian forces. Its exuberant and lively form represents the 

antithesis of the destruction now being suffered by the Ukrainian people.” 

(Sunflowers: the symbol of Van Gogh—and Ukraine ) 

 

https://www.mircorp.com/why-is-the-sunflower-the-national-flower-of-ukraine/
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2022/03/18/sunflowers-the-symbol-of-van-goghand-ukraine
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Incidentally, we got this idea from Reena Levine Seltzer, my brother-in-law’s 

sister. She came up with it; it was featured in the Forward (Blue and yellow 

macaroons? Jews find ways to add Ukraine to their Seders ); and we’re delighted 

to give her credit and to embrace it.1 

 

Why? Why embrace it? 

 

Well, one of the four names of Passover is “the Festival of Freedom,” Hag 

HaHerut.  For many -- most, if not ALL -- of us, freedom is the fundamental theme 

of this holiday.  How can we sit down to a seder this year, celebrate our freedom 

from slavery,  and not think about the catastrophic devastation -- an explicit effort 

to erase freedom -- taking place before our very eyes in Ukraine?  

 

Ukraine is a very old land, but a relatively young country. Almost entirely 

throughout its history it belonged to another nation, whether that was Russia or 

Poland or the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  It’s been an independent, democratic 

nation for only the last thirty years.  As countries go, that’s not a long time, but it’s 

long enough for a country to develop  an identity as an independent nation.  And 

Ukraine certainly has such an identity, as it’s demonstrated over the past month.  

 

We shouldn’t be surprised. I have a vivid memory from my youth of attending in 

1968 a celebration in Philadelphia of the 20th anniversary of the creation of the 

State of Israel. The country was only 20 years old then -- not 30; only 20 --, but it 

certainly had an identity, and it was certainly prepared to defend its territorial 

integrity, and did, many times before it was as old as Ukraine is today.  

 

We are witnessing a brutal, cynical assault, not just on Ukrainians in Ukraine, but 

on humanity itself.  The norms of civilization are being shredded before us.   We 

are witnessing really a two-pronged assault, each prong of which deserves our 

attention. On the one hand, we’re seeing a grievous, unprovoked  assault on the 

                                                
1 Incidentally, Burpee Seeds, on whose website the picture of the sunflowers above appears, is donating all 

proceeds from the sales of sunflower seeds from Burpee.com to the Red Cross to aid in Ukraine relief efforts. 
“Now through April 17th.  (See: https://www.burpee.com/flowers/sunflowers/ .) 

https://forward.com/news/485080/blue-and-yellow-macaroons-jews-find-ways-to-add-ukraine-to-their-seders/
https://forward.com/news/485080/blue-and-yellow-macaroons-jews-find-ways-to-add-ukraine-to-their-seders/
https://www.burpee.com/flowers/sunflowers/
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people, the land, and the infrastructure of Ukraine.  That has already involved 

callousness and brutality that is horrendous to contemplate.   

 

We must not ignore that. We must not turn aside. We must not say, “Well, we 

aren’t the victims here. Now, that’s easy enough to do. After all, we Jews have 

been victims in Ukraine. It would be understandable if some of us were to say: 

This isn’t our problem.  But we mustn’t do that.  We must not turn a blind eye 

toward this. We must not stand idly by. 

 

ֶָ֑ך ם ֵרע  ד ַעל־ַדַּ֣ א ַתֲעמ ֹ֖  ל ֹ֥

Thou shalt not stand idly by the blood of thy neighbor. 

(Leviticus 19:16) 

 

The second assault that we’re also witnessing on a daily basis is an assault that is 

targeting us as much as the Ukrainians. It’s the assault on truth.  The 

disinformation coming out of Moscow is shameful and horrifying to contemplate.  

It may seem incidental, it may seem much less destructive than the assault on the 

people and the physical infrastructure of Ukraine, but it is extremely dangerous, 

not only to the Ukrainian people, but to all of us.  Why? Because it is part of an 

effort to confuse people as to what is really happening.   

 

That’s the point of disinformation. It is not to convince people that a counter-

narrative is the truth; it’s to confuse them.  It’s to raise doubts. If that’s the goal, 

it’s sufficient to leave people wondering. Once that happens, the person or 

institution or country spewing forth disinformation can declare victory, for then 

people will say, “Well, I don’t really know what happened. Maybe there was a 

massacre in that town; maybe there wasn’t. Who’s to say?”  

 

Once that happens, accountability disappears, and the next time, it will be much 

easier to be devious. Because once someone gets away with being devious, it’s 

easier the next time. We’ve seen that in our own country. We’ve seen public 

officials lie once, twice, three times -- without seeming to diminish their support.  

When that happens, why in the world should they ever stop?   

The assault on truth must be fought with every means at our disposal. That’s why it 

is so critical to document atrocities. Because there will always be people who will 
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have the audacity to say that “it’s all just fake news” -- which is just a cheap way 

of engaging in disinformation. 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

Speaking about brutality and disinformation, just the other day I happened to be 

reading about a man whom I’d heard of but hadn’t really known much about.  I 

knew him as Peter Bergson.  

 

 
 

Peter Bergson was a Jew who came to this country during World War II to raise a 

fuss.  Among his efforts was organizing a group of Orthodox rabbis in 1943 to 

travel to Washington D.C. to present an appeal to President Roosevelt to help the 

Jews of Europe. He also helped create a memorial pageant in New York City, 

again in 1943, to protest atrocities against Jews in Europe and to elicit help and 

support.  
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If you haven’t ever heard of him, it’s not surprising.  Many people didn’t pay 

attention to him. There are several reasons for that. First, the Nazis weren’t too 

anxious to make known their deeds. It was hard to get reliable, dependable 

information out about what was happening. Second, the Nazis excelled at 

disinformation. Third, what they were doing was … unthinkable. So many, many 

people -- reasonable, intelligent people -- found it impossible to believe what they 

were hearing.  Finally, the approach that Peter Bergson took was simply too 

aggressive for many American Jewish leaders. They had their own approach, 

working behind the scenes, and they found Bergson an irritant. In fact, many took 

steps to undermine Bergson’s efforts. 

 

Nevertheless, Bergson persisted in getting the word out and in trying to drum up 

support for his effort.  You can go online today and you can listen to part of a 

speech that was delivered at that gathering in New York City that Bergson 

organized.  At that event, the great Jewish actor, Paul Muni (Paul Muni - 

Wikipedia ), said the following -- remember, this was in 1943: well over a million 

Jews had already been murdered, but millions more in Nazi-occupied lands were 

still alive:  

 

There are four million Jews [Muni said],  surviving in Europe. The Germans 

have promised to deliver to the world by the end of the year a Christmas 

present of four million dead Jews. But this [he said] is not a Jewish problem.  

It is a problem that belongs to humanity. And it is a challenge to the soul of 

man. 

 

It is chilling to listen to that speech in 2022, because with a change of only a few 

words it could have been delivered just the other day.   

 

For … what’s happening in Ukraine is not a Ukrainian problem. It’s a problem 

that belongs to humanity.  It is a challenge to the soul of humankind.. 

 

Peter Bergson tried valiantly to save those four million Jews.  Ultimately, he failed. 

But he is remembered for his efforts to rouse the public, to keep people thinking 

about the Jewish genocide taking place before the eyes of the world. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Muni
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Muni
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* * * * * 

 

What I didn’t know until this past week is that Peter Bergson didn’t always have 

the name Peter Bergson. That was a pseudonym he adopted when he came to this 

country to rouse people to protest on behalf of the Jews.  Why did he adopt a 

pseudonym?  Because in the land he called home, he had a famous name, and he 

didn’t want to embarrass or draw attention to the other members of his family.   

 

What was the land he called home? The Land of Israel.  Peter Bergson had been 

born in Lithuania, but he emigrated to the Land of Israel during the 1920s and 

lived there until 1940, when he traveled to America with the famous Revisionist 

Zionist Vladimir Jabotinsky to rouse public opinion. 

 

And what was his real name?  Peter Bergson’s real name was Hillel Kook. He was 

the nephew of the famous Rav Kook, the first Ashkenazi chief rabbi in the modern 

Land of Israel.   

 

When Hillel Kook arrived in what was then Palestine in 1925, he studied at the 

yeshiva created by his uncle, Mercaz HaRav.  It was there, in that very Yeshiva, 

that the sefer torah from which we had the privilege of reading today was 

dedicated. Upon its completion, that sefer torah was personally handed over to Rav 

Kook, Peter Bergson’s uncle, who accepted it on behalf of the Yeshiva in 1935. 

That was just before Rav Kook’s passing, that same year.  It’s possible that Peter 

Bergson -- Hillel Kook -- heard words of Torah read from that sefer torah between 

its dedication and when he left Jerusalem for New York five years later. 

 

Much, much later on, Galia’s family was able to re-acquire possession of that sefer 

torah. It had become pasul -- that is, no longer fit to be read from in public -- and 

was housed in a geniza at the Yeshiva. The family acquired it, and had a faithful 

scribe go over the entire text and make the necessary corrections to allow it to once 

again become a kosher scroll.  Which is why we were able to read from it today. 

 

When I started reading about the heroism of Peter Bergson this week, I had no idea 

that he had any connection with Rav Kook. All I knew is that he had a mission: to 
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remind people that an effort to murder Jews is not just a Jewish problem: it is a 

problem of civilization.   

 

Many people didn’t believe him, or didn’t agree with his tactics or didn’t want to 

go along with what he was saying.  Today, as well, many people are saying: Why is 

this our problem?  They’re responding to the eloquent, heartfelt pleas of 

Volodymyr Zelensky by shrugging their shoulders.  “Yes, war is terrible. Yes, war 

is Hell. But is it my problem?”  

 

I appreciate the frustration behind that question.  But how can we continue to urge 

people to support us -- the Jewish People -- in our fight against antisemitism, in 

our fight against holocaust denial, if when a people is targetted the way Ukraine is 

being targetted, our response is to shrug our shoulders? 

 

And so, I hope you’ll join me and put a few sunflower seeds on your seder plate 

this year. I hope that you’ll realize that when it comes to the kind of inhumanity 

we’ve been exposed to, when it comes to the disinformation of the kind we’ve 

been exposed to, we really don’t have a choice. Our tradition speaks to us, as 

clearly as it spoke to Peter Bergson; as clearly as it is speaking to Volodymyr 

Zelensky: If I am not for myself, who am I? If I am only for myself, what am I? 

And if not now, when? 

 

Shabbat shalom. 


