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When we all saw this picture last month, the first released from the James 
Webb telescope, we were amazed -- awestruck.  

 

 

 

It’s even more astonishing when you read the backstory:  that this image is 
to the sky equivalent to our view of a grain of sand held at arm’s length – a 
tiny, tiny slice of the known universe and yet in that tiny slice, thousands 
of galaxies and millions of stars; that the light captured in the image was 
emitted 4.5 billion years ago, around the time of our own planet’s 
formation, and only just now reaching the most powerful telescope ever 
devised by humankind; that the stars and galaxies in the image are located 
an immense distance away: light travels nearly 6 quadrillion miles per 
calendar year, and this light took 4.5 billion years to get here across 27 x 
10^24 miles (that’s 27 followed by 24 zeros). There is little in human 
experience to compare to a number that large. 



But the word “awe” is a double-edged sword.  The positive meanings – 
wonder, reverence, amazement – those came first, in a rush. As the 
Psalmist would say -as he did say, in fact ma gadlu ma’asekha hashem – 
How great are your works, O Lord.  

But in the wake of that initial rush of feeling came the flip side of “awe,” 
from awesome to awful.  I felt disoriented, unmoored, at a loss to explain 
my significance (or that of the human race), when we are such an 
infinitesimally small part, in time and space of all that is, was, and ever will 
be. If we’re optimistic and assume humankind doesn’t kill itself off first, in 
about another 4.5 billion years, our demise is nonetheless foreordained, by 
the death of our Sun and the collision of our  Milky Way with its nearest 
galactic neighbor, Andromeda.  Now, as luck would have it, it was a fitting 
mood to be in then, in mid-July, on the eve of the three weeks of exile, 
destruction, and lamentation that culminated last weekend in teisha b’av.  

Today, though, is shabbat nachamu, the shabbat of comfort, the first of 
seven beautiful haftarot meant to turn the timbre of our worship from 
sorrow and lament to joy and gratitude as we approach the High Holy 
days. And as luck would have it, studying today’s parsha, I found a new 
way to look at that infinite vastness not as a reminder of our insignificance, 
but as a sign of hope.   

Let me start by quoting Rabbi Joey Felsen, who wrote about this parsha last 
year: “Looking for the fundamentals of Judaism in one place? You’ve come 
to the right parsha.” I don’t want to rehash is explanation of why that’s so, 
other than to say I think it’s fair. [Reader’s digest:  it contains shema and 
ten commandments --you can Google his drash after shabbat; it was in the 
Jewish News of Northern California in July of last year]. 

Instead, I want to focus on this process of summarizing, that is at least as 
old in human literature as today’s parsha. In fact, if you accept the 
Orthodox view that God dictated every word of tora to Moses at Sinai then 
the device of summarizing itself, the instinct to do it, is actually divine. 
[and even on the modern view, that tora is a mishmash of different human 



written narratives stitched together by a redactor, it’s obvious that 
summarizing longer works or thoughts is the norm for us]. 

It happens in every field of human knowledge. If you’ve ever read or 
researched medical literature, you know that every article has an abstract at 
the beginning, a one paragraph summary of the question studied, the 
methodology used, and the conclusions reached. When the Supreme Court 
issues a decision, often running to tens if not more than a hundred pages, it 
is always headed by a syllabus that gives the gist of the decision in just a 
few pages at most. That’s how the reporters can get on TV so quickly with 
the news. 

And while today’s parsha might be one of the earliest summaries in Jewish 
history, it is by no means the last.  Such summaries recur throughout 
tanakh, Talmud, and later commentary.  I’ll talk about just one of them.  It 
is not just a summary, but a summary of summaries, a meta-summary.  It 
comes from Midrash Tehillim (psalms) (a collection of aggadah compiled 
in the Middle Ages) 

There, in a long discussion of the number of commandments in the Torah 
itself (613) we read: 

“Then came Isaiah and stood on six” [commandments] (Is. 33:15, holech 
tzdakot; v’dover mesharim &c). Then came Micah and stood on three 
verses – (this one is famous (Micah 6:8) To do justice; lovingly to perform 
acts of lovingkindness; and to walk modestly with your God. It then 
continues with Amos (5:4 seek me and live) and Habbakuk (Hab. 5:3) who 
each reduced it all to one.  

Not mentioned in this passage, are the two most famous of all the 
summaries, those of the Talmudic sages Hillel and Akiva: The story of 
Hillel and the convert. “Teach me Torah standing on one foot and I will do 
as you command” said the proselyte. And Hillel told him: “That which is 
hateful to you do not do unto others. That is the whole Torah All the rest is 
commentary. Now go study the commentary.”  Rabbi Akiva states plainly 
that Tora itself gave the most concise summary, a single command from 
Leviticus: Ahava l’reyekha kamocha,– love your neighbor as yourself: zeh 



k’lal gadol batorah this is the great principle of torah. (In fact, k’lal can be 
translated in different ways, so that Akiva might well have been saying—
this is the whole of torah.”) 

We can sense, especially as we get down to Micah, Hillel, & Akiva a real 
power in the exercise of summarizing. So I want to talk about that for a 
minute What is the source of that power; what is a writer’s or a speaker’s 
purpose in doing it? 

First – it serves a practical purpose. Summarizing a longer work focuses on 
the ikar, the essential. It allows us to pull back from the ground level of the 
trees and see the forest as a harmonious, purposeful thing.  It’s portable, 
too.  Short enough to carry in our heads.  Sound bites get a deserved bad 
rap these days, because they are used deceitfully by unscrupulous men and 
women. But they can serve a very useful purpose. 

No one could hold all the mitzvot in their head (let alone all the exceptions 
and encumbrances and explanations in the Talmud and later) and be able 
to fulfill or even to understand them all. Even some of our greatest scholars 
are specialists in one thing or another. They may be masgichim and know 
the laws of kashrut down to the finest detail; but ask them a question about 
family law, and they might say, “I don’t know; let me ask my friend Rav 
Ploni; she’ll know,” In much the same way as you might ask your internist 
about your earache: If it’s straightforward, she might know enough and 
give you first line treatment.  But if it’s not; if it puzzles him, he’ll refer you 
to an ENT. 

And for those of us, among whom I very much count myself, who aren’t 
particularly learned in the wealth of our sacred literature, this distillation 
to the essence of the thing is useful for making decisions about how to act: 
To use on example of an internal dialogue most of the lawyers in the room 
have had at least once: “Should I send this snarky email to opposing 
counsel?  How would I feel if someone sent it to me? .Would my mother, 
a”h, be proud of she knew I’d sent it? . . I should tone it down.”  [You don’t 
have to be a renowned rabbi who knows all the laws of lashon hara to 
make the right call.”  



But this example points toward another truth, and the real power of these 
summaries: Not only do you not have to be a wise rabbi to make the right 
call there; you don’t need to be Jewish either. Hillel’s rule is repeated in the 
Gospel of Matthew (7:12): “In all things, do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you for this sums up the law and the prophets.”  

Islam as well: None of you has faith until he loves for his brother (or his neighbor) 
that which he loves for himself. (Mohammed, pbuh, as recorded in Sahih 
Islam, 45a) 

And it’s broader still, appearing in various forms in ancient Egypt and 
India, ancient Greece and Rome, among the Yoruba in Africa, in Chinese 
and other Eastern Religions – Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Shinto – 
you name it. It is a universal rule of right conduct toward one’s fellow 
humans. 

I don’t want to diss the details.  The details are important and they have a 
role to play (after all, did not Hillel say to the convert: now go and study 
the commentary).  But that’s another drash, for another day. 

 

But our service here today, and the Catholic Mass down the road,  or the 5-
time daily recitation of the shahada by a Muslim, different as they are 
(though you’d be surprised by some of the overlaps) serve the same 
purpose.  If you’re a fan of sappy uplifting comedies from the 90s, you’ll 
recognize these lyrics from a Christian hymn, if you’ll indulge me these 4 
short lines of song: 

 Joyful, joyful, we adore you 

 God of glory, Lord of love 

 Hearts unfold like flowers before you 

 Opening to the sun above 

Now that’s Music by Beethoven, lyrics by a Presbyterian minister of the 
early 20th century. But that’s it – that’s worship. It is the human heart 
opening itself to the divine, to the infinite, to the ineffable. And as different 



as our rituals and holidays are from those of every other faith, that 
yearning for connection to some form of higher, unifying power is the 
same. All the different liturgies of the world are simply different love 
languages to the same unifying source.  All the theologies of the world, 
merely different metaphors to describe that One unifying force, that binds 
us all, and is beyond the power of human language to describe or define (I 
have a whole other drash I could give on the poverty of language, but that 
too is another drash for another day) 

Plants and animals;  

Jew and Gentile and Atheist;  

Frenchmen and Chinese and Pakistani;  

Generations that have gone before us, and generations yet to be born.  

The earth and the moon and the sun, and all the galaxies the Webb 
telescope has revealed to us.  

We are all one. One love, one heart, one creation. We were part of the same 
divine universe before we were born and we will continue to be part of it 
long after we are seemingly gone. 

The eternal and divine unity that emerges from these clarifying summaries, 
in these troubled, polarized, angry, dangerous times, bring me and I hope 
all of you, great nechama, comfort, on this shabbat nachamu. 

Shabbat shalom u’m’vorach. 

 


