
A Thought For Shabbat 
 
Shabbat Shalom 
 
Fear is necessary. Fear is destructive. That’s what we have all been wrestling 
with these past months. The fear response that makes us avoid danger, look 
after ourselves and make sure we don't catch Covid19 is exceptionally 
important. But at the same time, fear doesn't respect rational boundaries. Like 
the virus itself, it spreads and infects - and can be deadly.  
 
 
This week New York State gave the greenlight for very limited religious 
assemblies - a maximum of 10 people, at any one time. We have already said 
that as far as Lincoln Square Synagogue is concerned we will wait at least 14 
days, in accordance with the guidelines from the Orthodox Union - before we 
hold any kind of services. A special committee to examine every option has 
been created by the President of the Shul, and of course everyone will be kept 
fully in the loop.  
 
But - as Governor Cuomo reminds us every day, we are on ‘the other side of 
the mountain’. And that means, that, G-d willing, things will begin opening up, 
even here in New York City. How will we feel being able to go out more? If you 
need to go back to work, to the office? When will you feel it is safe to take a 
subway? Or even an Uber? 
 
We have a very daunting task ahead of us. We need to be able to balance - 
sensibly, but wisely two different types of fear. We are going to have to be 
cautious, prudent, extremely sensible with safeguarding our own health and 
the health of everyone else. That is the good fear, the life saving kind. But we 
are going to have to also find a way of letting go of the other fear - the fear we 
have been living with - the immobilizing fear. The fear that stops us doing 
what we want to be able to do. 
 
Fear - again like the cursed virus - is easy to catch, but not so easy to be cured 
of. 
 
Natan Sharansky called his memoirs of his time in Soviet Prison ‘Fear No 
Evil’. Shcharansky seems to have almost superhuman courage. He derived his 
book title - and indeed much of his strength from the book of Psalms that he 
carried everywhere - “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 
death, I will fear no evil.” But it is hard to know how we can learn the courage 
of a King David, or of Natan Sharansky.  
 



I think there is a subtle clue for the rest of us in this week’s Parsha. We open 
the book of Bamidbar, with much counting. The Jewish people are counted, in 
many different ways, for many different reasons. 
 
And, fascinatingly, the Tribe of Levi is to be counted separately, because that 
ribe has a different role. They will not be warriors, they will not be farmers - 
instead they will serve as teachers, and religious functionaries - in the desert, 
and in the Land of Israel 
 

י ִ֞ ְחִּתי ִהֵּנ֧ה וֲַאנ ִ֗ם לַָק֣ י ֹו=֙ ִמּת ֶאת־ַהלְוִּי ל ְּבֵנ֣ ַחת יְִׂשָרֵא֔ ֶטר ָּכל־ְּב֛כֹור ַּת֧ ֶחם ֶּפ֥ י ֶר֖  ִמְּבֵנ֣
ל יּו יְִׂשָרֵא֑ י וְָה֥  ׃ַהלְוִּיִֽם ִל֖

I hereby take the Levites from among the Israelites in place of all the first-
born, the first issue of the womb among the Israelites: the Levites shall be 
Mine. 
Bamidbar 3,12 
 
 Originally it was the first born son of any family, from every tribe that was 
designated to the service of G-d. But they lost that privilege by participating in 
the sin of the Golden Calf. And so the tribe of Levi was substituted - for the 
very straightforward reason that they did NOT participate in that terrible sin. 
 
I spent a lot of time looking into this question this week - why did they not? 
What made them special, that they refrained when everyone else succumbed? 
 
The answer, I have concluded, is fear. The Rabbis tell us that the Tribe of Levi 
were not enslaved in Egypt. That explains why Moses and Aaron were able to 
come and go from Pharaoh's palace at will. Ancient Egypt, as we see from the 
story of Joseph, respected the institution of the Priesthood, and may well have 
respected a Jewish clergy class as well.  
 
The tribe of Levi, then, did not suffer slavery. They did not suffer beatings, 
cruel masters, arbitrary and terrible punishments. No one’s life in Egypt was 
rosy. But there’s was easier.  
 
What lay at the heart of the making of the Golden Calf? Fear. The awful 
anxiety that the people of Israel had, when they saw that Moses was late, and 
so they concluded that he was gone forever. Was such fear rational? Probably 
not. But it was no less real. And the thing about fear is that it is not always 
rational. And it can be terribly destructive, and extremely difficult to unlearn. 
 
What saved the Tribe of Levi was that they hadn’t ever had to live in fear. And 
so when Moshe was late, rather than be overwhelmed with anxiety and make 
the absolute worst choices, they saved themselves. 
 



What I find fascinating about all of this is a very strong line of thought in our 
commentators that all of this is reversible. In terms of Jewish law, you are a 
Kohen or a Levi, or you are not. But the Ohr Hachaim writes that in the future, 
the spiritual duties of the firstborn will revert back to them. Moreover, 
Maimonides writes explicitly that “Not only the tribe of Levi, but any one of 
the inhabitants of the world whose spirit generously motivates him and he 
understands with his wisdom to set himself aside and stand before God to 
serve Him and minister to Him”. He goes on to say that such a life choice 
requires dedication, and most of all faith. That is how you unlearn fear. By 
accepting that impoverishes, it deprives and limits far more than it protects.  
 
We will, by necessity, need to remain ‘afraid’ for a while. But I hope we will 
also be able to be courageous too. To live, not rashly, but not immobilized 
either. I hope we will be strong enough to embrace life, with all its 
uncertainties again. I hope we will be brave enough to unlearn the fear we 
have needed to learn. To once again, when we are told it is safe again, to 
gather, to congregate, to travel, to embrace - I hope we will be brave enough to 
do all of those things. 
 
This weekend, Memorial Day, the stores are closed. Finally, we can take a 
moment, or an hour or two, to focus on the real meaning of that day. To be 
grateful to - but also to be inspired by - the heroism of those who came before 
us, and gave us so much. 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
	


