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And so the day didn't end. The setting sun 
slowed down, and daylight was extended to allow 
Rabbi Shimon to say all he needed to say. Only 
after he had completed his lesson did his holy 
soul depart and the sun finally set. 

  

On the anniversary of that day each year, in hon-
our of Rabbi Shimon and the light he brought to 
the world, we brighten the night with bonfires. 
There is a powerful symbolism in this. Rabbi 
Shimon's teachings are there to bring light when 
it would otherwise be dark. 

  

You can be a good person without studying 
Kabbalah. But only the wisdom of Rabbi 
Shimon in the Zohar, and the great works of the 
mystics and Chassidic masters that came after 
him, have the power to transform the moral 
darkness of the world around us, and the darker 
recesses of our own inner world, into a fiery 
light.  

  

So next time you get the feeling that the sun is 
coming down on you, the world seems dark and 
you feel confused, study some inner Torah, and 
let it light the bonfire within you.  
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An old man went to the Doctor complaining 
that his wife could barely hear. The Doctor sug-
gested a test to find out the extent of the prob-
lem. “Stand far behind her and ask her a ques-
tion, and then slowly move up and see how far 
away you are when she first responds.”  

 

The old man excited to finally be working on a 
solution for the problem, runs home and sees his 
wife preparing supper. ” Honey” the man asks 
standing around 20 feet away “whats for sup-
per?” After receiving no response he tried it 
again 15 feet away, and again no response. Then 
again at 10 feet away and again no response. 
Finally he was 5 feet away “honey whats for sup-
per?” She replies “For the fourth time it’s lasa-
gna!” 
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Karl Marx may have been the pioneer but 
many Jews were involved in the quest for 
communism in the early days of  the Russian 
revolution. I have no apologies to make for 
this phenomenon. Having suffered unbeara-
bly under successive oppressive regimes, 
those political activists genuinely thought 
communism would be better for the people 
than the cruel czarist corruption. Their sense 
of  idealism fueled hopes for a better life and 
a more equitable future for all. On paper, 
communism was a good idea. The fact that it 
failed -  and that the new leaders may have 
outdone their predecessors’ oppression -  may 
reflect on the personalities as much as on the 
system. 

 

What is Judaism’s economic system? Is there 
one? I would describe it as “capitalism with a 
conscience.” In promoting free enterprise, the 
Torah is clearly capitalistic. But it is a condi-
tional capitalism and certainly a compassion-
ate capitalism.  

 

Winston Churchill once said, “The inherent 
vice of  capitalism is the unequal sharing of  
blessings. The inherent vice of  communism is 
the equal sharing of  miseries.” So Judaism 
introduced an open market system where the 
sharing of  blessings was not left to chance or 
to wishful thinking but was made mandatory. 
Our Parsha gives us a classic example. 

 

Shemitta, the sabbatical year, was designed to 
allow the land to rest and regenerate. Six years 
the land would be worked but on the seventh 
year it would rest and lie fallow. The agricul-
tural cycle in the Holy Land carried with it 
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strict sets of  rules and regulations regarding the 
owner of  the land’s rights and responsibilities. No 
planting, no pruning – and whatever grows by it-
self  is “ownerless” and there for the taking. The 
owner may take some but so may his workers, 
friends and neighbors. The landowner, in his own 
land, had no more right than the stranger. For six 
years you own your property but on the seventh 
you enjoy no special claims. 
This is but one example of  many of  Judaism’s 
“capitalism with a conscience.” There were many 
other legislated obligations to the poor -  not op-
tional extras, not even pious recommendations but 
clear mandatory contributions to the less fortunate. 
The 10% tithes, leaving the corners of  one’s field, 
the gleanings and the forgotten sheaves to the poor 
are all part of  the system of  compassionate capital-
ism.  

 

Judaism thus presents an economy which boasts 
the best of  both worlds – the advantages of  an 
unfettered, free market allowing personal expres-
sion and success relative to hard work, without the 
drawbacks of  corporate greed. If  the land belongs 
to G-d then we have no exclusivity over it. G-d 
bestows His blessings upon us but, clearly, the deal 
is that we must share. Without Torah law, capital-
ism fails. Unbridled ambition and the lust for mon-
ey and power lead to monopolies and conglomer-
ates that leave no room for the next guy and widen 
the gap between the haves and the have-nots. The 
sabbatical year is one of  many checks and balances 
that keep our capitalism kosher and kind.  

 

Some people are too business- like. Everything is 
measured and exact.  Business is business.  If  I 
invited you for Shabbos, then I won’t repeat the 



invitation until you reciprocate first. If  you gave 
my son R180 for his Bar Mitzvah then that is 
exactly what I will give your son. What you or I 
are worth is irrelevant. We should be softer, 
more flexible, not so hard, tough and business-
like. By all means, be a capitalist, but be a kosher 
capitalist. Retain the traditional Jewish character-
istics of  kindness, compassion, tzedokah and 
chesed, generosity of  spirit, heart – and pocket.  

 

May you make lots of  money and encourage G-
d to keep showering you with His blessings by 
making sure you share it generously with others. 
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On the mountain of Sinai, G-d communicates to 
Moses the laws of the sabbatical year. Every 
seventh year, all work on the land should cease, 
and its produce becomes free for the taking for 
all, man and beast. 

 

Seven sabbatical cycles are followed by a fiftieth 
year - -  the jubilee year, on which work on the 
land ceases, all indentured servants are set free, 
and all ancestral estates in the Holy Land that 
have been sold revert to their original owners. 

 

Behar also contains additional laws governing 
the sale of lands, and the prohibitions 
against fraud and usury. 
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"The land will give its fruit and you will eat to 
satiation," (Lev. 26:5). One of the blessings the 
Torah promises us is an abundance of wealth. It 
is interesting that it is followed by a second 
blessing: that we will not only be blessed with 
wealth, but we will be satisfied with it. 

 

Rashi points out that the real blessing is the abil-
ity to enjoy what we have and be satisfied with a 
little. Without the blessing of satisfaction, we 
may never realize how much we really have. We 
may be so driven to acquire and consume more 

and more, never achieving the peace of mind to 
enable us to stop and say thank you. 

 

The Talmud teaches us to look to those who have 
less than us in order to cultivate a real apprecia-
tion for how lucky we truly are and to understand 
that everything we have is a gift. The biggest 
blessing in life isn't winning the lottery, but having 
the ability to enjoy what we have and be content 
and satisfied with the simple things in life. To the 
extent that we can appreciate and be content with 
what have, our connection to God will grow, as 
will our ability to see the beauty of the Divine 
everywhere. "Who is truly wealthy? Someone who 
finds joy in what he has."  

 

%HFDXVH�,W�,V�7KHUH 
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According to Encyclopaedia Britannica, the sport of 
mountain-climbing was born in 1760, when a 
young Genevan scientist, Horace-Bénédict de 
Saussure, offered prize money for the first person 
or persons to reach the summit of Mount Blanc, 
Europe’s tallest peak at 15,777 feet. 

 

I suspect that it’s been going on for much longer 
than that. Something tells me that for as long as 
there have been humans and mountains, humans 
have been climbing mountains. Not just for some 
“useful” purpose, but also for sport, for the chal-
lenge it poses, for no other reason— as one fa-
mous mountaineer put it— than “because it is 
there.” Or rather, because we are here, down be-
low, and we want to be someplace higher than 
here. 

 

Consider the case of Moses. Granted, Mount Si-
nai was no Everest. Remember, however, that 
Moses was 80 years old at the time. Remember, 
also, that he was doing it on behalf of 600,000 
people. (600,000 Jews, that is, which means that 
he had to contend with 600,000 opinions on 
which route to take, what equipment to use, etc.; 
indeed, Moses had to build a fence around the 
mountain to hold them back from having a go at 
it themselves.) 

 

Now, you might say that Moses’ climb wasn’t just 
for the challenge, but for a specific purpose: to 
receive the Torah. Yet G‑d was coming down 
from the heavens— an infinite number of light-
years away. He certainly could have descended 
another few thousand feet, instead of making an 
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equally important and relevant. 

  

The first approach teaches us that the journey of 
life must be viewed holistically, guided by general 
moral goals and values. We cannot just live for 
the moment. Our experience on this planet is 
only meaningful when our ultimate goals and 
deeper values drive and motivate the experiences 
of each day. What we do today must be driven by 
a long term purpose. 

  

But on the other hand, each day must be treated 
independently. Each day is a fresh start, present-
ing unique opportunities and new experiences. 
Although we are driven by our long term goals, 
success depends on the ability to be totally fo-
cused on the opportunities that the present mo-
ment gives us. If I failed yesterday I can still suc-
ceed today. If I fell behind last month I can make 
it up now. If I anticipate new challenges next 
month I am not distracted by them now. What I 
can accomplish today does not depend on yester-
day or tomorrow.   
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Question: 
What's the idea of having big bonfires on Lag 
Baomer? I know it is the day of the passing of 
Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai, the "father of Kabba-
lah." But even Moses doesn't get bonfires on the 
day of his passing... 
  
Answer: 
Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai spent the last mo-
ments of his life doing what he always did: teach-
ing. The mystical ideas that he shared with his 
devoted students that day were the deepest and 
most revolutionary teachings he had ever re-
vealed. 
  

But as he conveyed this parting message, there 
was tension in heaven. Rabbi Shimon's death was 
ordained to be that day before sundown. As the 
afternoon stretched on and evening approached, 
he had not yet finished sharing his final wisdom. 
The day would soon be over, but the lesson was 
not. Rabbi Shimon refused to return his soul 
until he had revealed all the secrets that it held. 
His life could only come to end when his mission 
came to an end. But time was running out. 

  

octogenarian sage climb a mountainside. As, 
indeed, He could have programmed the Torah 
right into our brains, together with all the other 
stuff we’re born knowing, instead of chiseling it 
into two stone tablets for us to study and deci-
pher. 

 

But G‑d was telling us: Yes, you are so far down 
below, and I am so high up, that you’ll never get 
here on your own. The only way that there can 
be anything eternal, infinite or true in your lives 
is if I come down to you. But if I came all the 
way down, whatever I might give you will be 
meaningless to you— as meaningless to you as 
your own existence, to which you are oblivious 
because you were born into it and did not strug-
gle to achieve it. 

 

So, says G‑d, I am going to make these moun-
tains. Mountains that will try your skills, that will 
consume every iota of your energy and determi-
nation. Mountains so high that they will require 
a superhuman effort on your part to attain their 
peaks. 

 

And when you reach the summit, I’ll be there 
waiting for you. 
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There is an interesting halachic discussion re-
garding the Mitzvah of Sefirat Haomer -  the 
forty nine days that we count between the festi-
val of Pesach and Shavuot. The authorities de-
bate whether counting the Omer is considered 
one long mitzvah, or forty nine independent 
obligations. 

  

One opinion maintains that the Omer is one 
single holistic mitzvah leading up to the conclud-
ing festival of Shavuot. You cannot count one 
day without the other. If you skip one day you 
undermine the others. It is one process that lasts 
for forty nine days. 

  

The second opinion argues that we view these 
seven weeks as forty nine independent compo-
nents. Each day is its own Mitzvah. What I do 
today does not affect the other days. If I forget 
one day I can still count the other. 

  

The Halachic ramifications and conclusion on 
this matter is complex and deserves its own dis-
cussion. But there is an important lesson we can 
learn from this debate, where both opinions are 


