
When I signed up to write this week’s Collective Conversation I knew it would be a tall task to liven it up. 
After all, Tetzaveh is a parsha with no action and no adventure, just descriptive detail of the Bigdei 
Kohanim, the Priestly vestments. 

As I reviewed the parsha, it was as if I was reading Vanity Fair, flipping through the various designs and 
colors of the Bigdei Kohanim. The parsha lacks the wonderment of the earlier parshiot in Shemot, but it is 
the parsha I volunteered to write about!?!?!  Yawn. 

Thankfully, we have been rescued by the calendar. Today is Shabbat Zachor.  Zachor, unlike Tetzaveh, 
has more bite and drama; it includes the story of an attack on the Jews in the desert, a prominent 
commandment, a connection to Purim, and a message that resonates to this day. 

Easy-peasy, let's delve into Zachor and save Tetzaveh for another time, right?  
Not so fast. 

Although Zachor has more sizzle and will receive top billing in this vort, 
Tetzaveh deserves its just due. The more I dug into Tetzaveh, the more I 
realized there was a treasure trove of divrei Torah material. 

I could, for example, write about the omission of Moshe's name from the 
parsha or the Ner Tamid, the Eternal Flame (which would be particularly 
interesting since many shuls were empty during the pandemic).   

Or we could focus on my favorite, the lesson of derech eretz gleaned from the bells 
that adorned the meil, the robe of the Kohein Gadol.  Rav Gifter noted that the Kohain Gadol’s ‘ringing 
announcement' of his arrival into the Temple is a meticulous demonstration of derech eretz. Even at the 
supernal moment when the Kohen Gadol enters the Holy of Holies, the rules of basic decorum apply. The 
Kohen must wear bells on the hem of his robe to announce his arrival to teach us that we must never 
invade the privacy of others by injecting ourselves into their presence without warning.  Proper etiquette 
is to knock on the door before entering just as the bells announce the Kohen Gadol's arrival in the 
Sanctuary. 

OK, now to Shabbat Zachor, which commands to recall that the Amalekites attacked Bnai Yisrael while 
they wandered in the desert following Yetziat Meitzrayim.  

Here’s how the Torah describes it: Remember what Amalek did to you on your journey, after you left 
Egypt — how, undeterred by fear of God, he surprised you on the march, when you were famished and 
weary, and cut down all the stragglers in your rear.  Therefore, when your God grants you safety from all 
your enemies around you, in the land that your God is giving you as a hereditary portion, you shall blot 
out the memory of Amalek from under heaven. Do not forget!  (Devarim 25:17-19) 
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The 
Kohen must wear 

bells upon the hem of his 
robe to announce his arrival 

to teach us that we must 
never invade the privacy 

of others.



The Sfas Emes challenges our understanding of the words, undeterred by the fear of God … when you 
were famished and weary.  The antecedent of undeterred by the fear of God is not clear — does it refer to 
Amalek or Bnai Yisrael?  Consider two ways of understanding the pasuk:  

1. We can say that Amalek encountered you (Israel) when you were famished and weary … and that 
Amalek was undeterred by fear of God. This is the usual interpretation.  

2. Alternatively, we can read the pasuk to say, When you, Israel, were undeterred by fear of God … 
famished and weary.  In this reading Israel is the subject and it is they who did not fear God. 

This alternative reading holds profound meaning.  The Torah commands us to remember Amalek becasue 
Bnai Yisrael did not fear God and failed to protect the most vulnerable members of their community from 
attack. The Israelites knew they were exposed, but rather than encompass the vulnerable with the strong, 
they chose to leave them exposed. They failed to protect them. 

In every generation, we are taught to remember Amalek for what he did, but this alternative way of 
understanding the pasuk suggests that we are commanded to remember Amalek for what we permitted 

them to do to us. By reading this week's maftir in this way we see that 
what happens to the vulnerable is a direct reflection of the choices 

we make as a community.  

For me, the takeaway is clear: remembering Amalek means 
remembering how they attacked our unprotected and 
vulnerable folks.  By remembering we can make sure that it 
never happens again.  We protect ourselves in current times 

by safeguarding our Jewish institutions, protecting our Jewish 
way of life, and making our voices heard.  

This alternative interpretation resonates with me and gives me a 
renewed sense of purpose.  I am currently the security chair of the 

Westchester Jewish Council, and I have been a member of CSS since its inception. I interact with various 
levels of law enforcement agencies and more than 40 shuls and make it my mission to safeguard our 
community and raise awareness.  

Finally, the Torah commands us to ‘remember’ and ‘not forget.’  Why the repetition?  ‘Remembering’ 
implies the past, ‘not forgetting’ implies the challenge continues.  Antisemitism has been embedded in 
humanity since Amalek and has risen in recent years — last week's National Day of Hate is but one 
example.  We must be vigilant, we must practice situational awareness, and we must protect our own. 

Jeff and Phyllis, along with their son Max, moved to the YIS community a quarter of a century 
ago. Here, twins Madelyn and Jason were born and were proud recipients of local Jewish day 
school education. Jeff has been very active in the greater Jewish community, including his 
leadership roles in security and teaching life lessons thru youth sports.  
One more thing: we are still waiting for a local kosher sport bar!
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This alternative 
reading holds special meaning.  

The reason the Torah commanded us to 
remember Amalek is that Bnai Yisrael, while 
they did not fear God, failed to protect the 

most vulnerable members of their 
community from attack.
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