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Many years ago—maybe I was 8 years old—our family celebrated the 
Passover Seder at my uncle’s house. As I recall, we came to a part of the 
Haggadah that mentioned a biblical character named “Og.” I found the 
name to be quite funny—after all, Og is not a typical name—and mature 
individual that I was, I started laughing in the middle of the Seder, as did 
my brothers. It was quite the challenge not to disrupt the entire Seder that 
my intrepid uncle was leading, all because I thought “Og” was such a 
hilarious name. 

What brings Og to my mind at the beginning of a New Year? Little did I 
know it then, but Og is an interesting character. Og appears early in the 
book of Deuteronomy. There, we learn that Og, long before he was a 
source of great mirth for my brothers and me, oh-so-many years ago, was 
the king of a formidable province called the Bashan, in what is today’s 
Golan Heights.  

 When we meet Og in Deuteronomy, it is in the context of a review of the 
Israelites’ history by Moses, for the benefit of the current generation of 
Israelites, who did not experience many of the formative events in Israelite 
history, like the Exodus from Egypt—those were the experiences of their 
parents and grandparents. To ensure that today’s generation understands 
all that has transpired in their people’s past, Moses reviews that past to 
prepare them for a successful future. Reviewing the past for the benefit of 
the future is precisely what we do on the High Holy Days. 

 We review the past year, taking stock of how we lived up to our best 
selves and how we missed the mark, so we can engage in teshuva and do 
better in the coming year.  
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What, then, can we learn from Moses’ review--and, from his recap of 
certain events involving good ol’ Og--that can help us as we review the past 
year and prepare for 5783? 

 Moses says to the Israelites: 

“So Adonai our God also gave into our hands Og king of Bashan and all his 
army. We struck them down, leaving no survivors.  At that time, we took all 
his cities. There was not one of the sixty cities that we did not take from 
them…” 

Then, Moses goes on to add a brief, somewhat perplexing note about Og 
himself: 

“Og king of Bashan was the last of the Rephaites. His bed was decorated 
with iron and was more than nine cubits long and four cubits wide.” 

Questions abound: 

• Who were the Rephaites? 
• Why in the world does Moses care about what Og’s bed looked like 

and how big it is? Maybe Moses’ salary as God’s all-time best 
prophet and liberator of the Israelites was not enough for him to make 
ends meet, and therefore he moonlighted as an interior decorator? -- 
although I am not sure what kind of client base he could have had in 
the Sinai desert in the 13th century B.C.E. but then, again, what do I 
know? 

Since inquiring minds want to know, the Rephaites, according to 
Deuteronomy, were an ancient people who were giants. Since Og was “last 
of the Rephaites,” he must have been a big guy, perhaps a giant himself. 
Why does Moses want his people to know Og the Rephaite  might be a 
giant (The band They Might Be Giants did not start until 1982 but maybe 
they were inspired by Og).  And—how big was he?  

Well, according to Deuteronomy, apparently Og’s bed was 9x4 cubits, or 13 
ft by 6 ft. And it was made of iron, so Og might have been the original iron 
man—long before Ozzy Osbourne and Black Sabbath sang that song in 
1970, and long before the Iron Man competition started in 1978—Og must 
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have been quite large and a real shtarker, if he need a 13x6 bed made of 
iron!  

Maimonides clarifies this a bit more for us: 

He writes: 

“ If the length of this bed was 9 cubits, then proportionally, the person who 
slept in it would have been six cubits (3 metres or 9 ft) or a bit taller.” 

3 meters is 9.8 feet tall! 

But wait, there’s more! 

The great commentator Rashbam, who died in 1158, says that Og’s bed 
that Deuteronomy refers to is:  “Og’s… crib, when he was a baby.” 

Yes, it is the Remarkable, Amazing, You’ve- Got- To- See- It- With- Your- 
Own- Eyes- To- Believe- It 9.8-foot-long Baby! You can ask your local 
pediatrician to check their growth chart to find out how tall a 9.8 ft baby can 
be expected to be when they reach adulthood…now that’s a giant! 

Why does it matter that Og was a giant who slept in an enormous iron bed, 
beyond it being a fantastic story?  

The key lies in this wonderful imaginary tale about Og found in the Talmud: 

“What is the story of Og King of Bashan and the stone he wanted to throw 
at Israel? Og said: How large is the camp of Israel? -Three parasangs 
(Persian unit of distance equivalent to 12 miles). Og said: I will uproot a 
mountain the size of three parasangs and throw it upon them and kill them. 
He went and uprooted a mountain … and carried it on his head. But the 
Holy One, blessed be God, sent ants which bore a hole in it. It fell around 
his neck. He tried to pull it off his head, he pulled with his teeth to the right 
and left but could not tear it off. This is what Scripture means, "You break 
the teeth of the wicked.” 

Underneath the wild and fictitious Talmudic imaginings, lies an important 
message for us. To help us uncover that message, R. Israel shares the 
interpretation of this story of Rav Kook, the first Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi of 
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British Mandatory Palestine, who died in 1935. He reads this fanciful 
Talmudic story metaphorically. Rav Kook writes that this story explains: 

 

“…how physical might seeks to uproot spiritual strength. The worldly 
symbol of physical might is Og King of Bashan, survivor of the Rephaim… 

As a king, he measured achievement as a function of power and material 
gain, and he was deeply irritated to see a small, lowly nation – Israel – 
weak and powerless, whose only strength was its elevated spirit, the spirit 
of God which was their true strength… 

He wanted to throw a mountain, to show to all that there is no standing to 
the spirit when it is confronted by force; that it cannot endure.) … The fall of 
Og, the acclaimed strongman, in the hands of Israel – … portrays the 
message that mere physicality and muscle is unequipped to bring mankind 
to its victory.  

It is true that material strength will be victorious in the short term … but 
physical fortitude is also susceptible to shatter by the most infinitesimal of 
attacks from natural forces [- the ants - ] small forces which spread 
contagion can bring down and destroy even the tallest and strongest… And 
that is the way of history, that nations who rely only on brute force will feel, 
as time flows and history continues, that their force and grandeur become a 
trap and a weakness. The addiction to desires of a physical nature … will 
eventually drive people against one another ..” 

In some ways, this is an apt description of our people’s history: despite 
often living under the thumb of nations and people stronger than us, we 
have outlived them all, due in no small part, to our commitment to the 
Jewish way of life and our values. We have been like what Rav Kook 
describes as the “…small forces which spread contagion can bring down 
and destroy even the tallest and strongest.” We spread the contagion of 
Torah values, of respect and compassion for all life, which are stronger 
than physical and material might. 

At the same time, our history shows us that the contrast between physical 
and spiritual strength is not an either-or-matter. Centuries of persecution 
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and powerlessness fueled the rise of Zionism in the 19th century; the 
Zionists understood that Jewish powerlessness is no longer an option and 
that we Jews need to have power and sovereignty so we can make our 
own decisions and determine our own fate. Jewish history teaches us that 
physical and spiritual strength are necessary. Spiritual strength without 
physical strength has, all too often, led to the destruction of Jewish bodies; 
physical strength without spiritual strength leads to the destruction of 
Jewish souls, because as soon as we value physical power and material 
achievement as ends in and of themselves, we become Og. Our goal on 
the Holy Days is to subdue our “inner Og” and strengthen our “inner 
Moses.” 

Our ultimate strength and purpose is our dedication to living by God’s laws, 
teachings and values. When we do that, we give ourselves purpose, 
meaning and mission—to bring God’s ways to humanity, which if we 
succeed, will defeat any army and bring about a perfected world. 

As Rabbi Joseph Telushkin and Dennis Prager wrote: 

“If all of the fourteen million Jews lived by Judaism’s values and means, the 
effect upon a world searching for meaning would be incalculable. If every 
Jew lived ‘the Jewish mission,’ fighting for ethical monotheism and against 
both religious fanaticism and secular radicalism, the impact upon all of 
society would be staggering. A moral revolution of unprecedented 
proportion would be in the making.” 

The symbol of this day is the Shofar, the mitzvah is to hear the blast of the 
shofar. As Rabbi Sheila Peltz Weinberg reminds us, the Shofar is 
associated with two monumental events—one that has already occurred 
and one that we work to make occur. The shofar sounded when God gave 
our ancestors the Torah at Mt. Sinai and will sound once again in the 
Messianic era.  These are both profoundly spiritual events. The Jewish 
sound is a spiritual sound--the sound of the Shofar, hearkening back to our 
spiritual core—the Torah—and beckoning towards a Messianic future of 
justice, peace and tranquility. That shofar sound is the sound of Jewish 
power. That is the sound of Jewish pride. That is the sound of the Jewish 
mission. To put the spiritual teachings of the Torah we received at Sinai 
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into practice to bring about a Messianic world, a better world for us and for 
all people. And that is the sound of this day, the sound of Rosh Hashanah, 
and it is the sound we need to carry with us throughout the year. 

 

We can do that by expanding our Jewish spiritual activities. Come study 
Torah with us on Shabbat morning; come engage in Jewish learning in our 
Tuesday morning adult study class; join us at Shabbat and holiday services 
in person; continue to celebrate our Jewish holidays at home and here at 
Temple. 

Rosh Hashanah calls us to ask: how do we measure achievement? What is 
success? How do we define a “life well-lived?” Do we measure 
achievement in the way of Og or in the way of Torah? 

The prophet Jeremiah answers that question for us far better than I ever 
could: 

“Thus said the Lord: Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom; Let not the 
strong man glory in his strength; Let not the rich man glory in his riches.  

But only in this should one glory: In his earnest devotion to Me. For I the 
Lord act with kindness, Justice, and equity in the world; For in these I 
delight —declares the Lord. (Jer 9:22-23)” 
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