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 מכתב ברכה 
Rabbi Judah Kerbel

 
Dear QJC Family,
As I write this, we approach our second Yom Tov since the outbreak of the novel coronavirus in which we
are required to stay home in order to stay safe. When it came time for Pesach, the hurt was particularly that
we could not celebrate with our extended families and friends at home. When it comes to Shavuot, the hurt
is that it is the central time of year in which we gather en masse to learn Torah. Hashem gave the Torah to
all of B’nei Yisrael, gathered at Har Sinai. Unfortunately, we are not able to replicate that. Yet, we live in a
blessed time in which technology has helped us to overcome many barriers. We have been able to continue
shiurim through Zoom (even if we get a little tired of Zoom), and we are also able to disseminate written
divrei Torah that can be read online and/or printed. While we cannot carry out a Tikkun Leil Shavuot over
Zoom, the second option is readily available for many of us. Although it is not quite the same to read
someone’s words as it is to be together in person and interact, we are very fortunate that we are able to
share divrei Torah that can be printed over yuntif.
I am extremely thrilled that we had so many submissions from members of our shul. My gratitude goes to
those who seized the call to write and submit Divrei Torah. It is a wonderful testament to our shul that our
members are enthused to think about and share Torah with each other. On Shavuot, all of Am Yisrael
throughout the generations received the Torah, so it is special that both men and women spanning different
generations have shared their insights with us.
While we are not together for Shavuot, I hope that we will still feel “together” as we read the Divrei Torah of
our friends and family. 
My thanks to Eliana for taking the time to format this booklet and giving this project extra kavod.
 
Chag Shavuot Sameach,
Rabbi Judah Kerbel



Our Yearly Moment of Transformation 
Rabbi Judah Kerbel

 
Who are the people who are most likely to sustain religiosity throughout their lives? Sometimes, the people
who grow up in homes that have been deeply religious for generations are the ones who are highly likely to
maintain their observance. They absorb those values without question and feel attached to their familial
tradition. Still, some people may grow up religious, but they are able to take it for granted. They may go
through the motions and may love certain traditions, but they don’t have to work hard at it, so the
investment might not be as high. However, I remember a high school teacher who grew up Jewish, and her
husband converted. Who dragged who to synagogue? The husband. He did not grow up going to shul! But,
she explained, it is precisely because he chose to be Jewish that he cared so much. Because he went out of
his way to change his life to commit to Judaism, his investment was unwavering. He did not take it for
granted; it was always meaningful. This is hardly the only example I have heard.
Shavuot has become known to be a holiday celebrating conversion. This is very often attributed to our
reading Megilat Rut, and we celebrate her courage in staying with her mother-in-law Naomi even when it
would have been easier not to. Rut famously says עמך עמי, ואלקיך אלקי – your nation is my nation, and your
God is my God (Rut 1:16). In these four words, Rut captures the essence of joining the Jewish people and
allegiance to Hashem.
Yet, the relationship between Shavuot and conversion does not stop there. Matan Torah, the revealing of
the Torah, the moment in which B’nei Yisrael formally entered into a brit with Hashem, is in essence a
moment of conversion. Rambam (Hilkhot Issurei Bi’ah 13:1) explicitly compares the halakhot of conversion
to the events of Har Sinai. “Through three things Yisrael entered the covenant: through circumcision,
immersion [in a mikveh], and sacrifice.” One of the first mitzvot that B’nei Yisrael perform, even before
leaving Egypt, was korban Pesach, the paschal sacrifice. One of the requirements of this ritual for men is
that only those who are circumcised may partake. Rashi, based on the Gemara in Yevamot (46a),
understands that circumcision was specifically part of the process of leaving Egypt on the way to receiving
the Torah and accept the Shechina. Rambam seems to agree with this approach. Likewise, our ancestors
performed a form of immersion before Matan Torah, based on the verse "וקדשתם היום ומחר וכבסו שמלותם"
(“Go to the people and warn them to stay pure today and tomorrow. Let them wash their clothes” – Shemot
19:10). It is understood from this that if there was a requirement to launder clothes, there must be a
requirement to immerse their bodies as well. Finally, Rambam notes, that part of the conversion process for
our ancestors was the offering of a sacrifice, based on the verse וישלח את נערי בני ישראל ויעלו עולות  (“He
designated some young men among the Israelites, and they offered burnt offerings” – Shemot 24:5) – it was
on behalf of all of B’nei Yisrael that these sacrifices took place. Rambam further continues (13:4):
“Throughout the generations, any non-Jew who wants to enter the covenant and come in under the 'wings
of the Presence of God' accepts upon him or herself the yoke of Torah - he needs circumcision, immersion
and a Temple offering.” The link here is spelled out: the mechanism for becoming Jewish is not contrived
from the imagination of the rabbis. Rather, someone who converts undergoes the same mechanism that
each and every Jew at some point experienced.
In fact, while we may deduce from the fact that we read Megilat Rut that conversion is a theme of Shavuot,
Abudraham says that it is one of the reasons that we read this book on Shavuot: the link between the
conversion of B’nei Yisrael at Matan Torah and the conversion of Rut make it an appropriate book to study
at this time.
 
 



There is one significant difference between the conversion of Rut and of B’nei Yisrael at Har Sinai. Most
conversions, including that of Rut, are performed on the individual level. Each person goes through his or
her own journey to reach Hakadosh Baruch Hu. They end up with the same result, but it’s not fundamentally
a group process or a mass system. It is private and particular to the person. However, when it comes to the
conversion at Har Sinai, that was a geirut shel tzibbur, a communal conversion, as described by Rav Joseph
B. Soloveitchik z”l (Harerei Kedem, Siman 125). He understands this through Rambam’s formulation in
describing the sacrifices as being communal in nature; they were offered on behalf of all of Yisrael. When we
were “כאיש אחד בלב אחד,” as Rashi (Shemot 19:2) says, when we said נעשה ונשמע in unison – when we
declared with one heart that we will do all that Hashem commanded, we came together in the act of
conversion and joining the covenant.
Both Rut and those who stood at Har Sinai lived in the past. What does this say for us right
now?
1)   We all came from somewhere. Some people may not have a long yichus (ancestry) of Judaism, and some
have historic yichus. But even if one’s yichus can be traced back to Yaakov Avinu himself, that does not make
him or her more of a Jew than someone who became Jewish yesterday. After all, we all went through the
exact same process to become Jewish. At some point or another, we or our ancestors underwent tevilah for
the sake of conversion, the men were circumcised in order to join the covenant, and, while not applicable
today, theoretically all require a sacrifice. Whether consciously or unconsciously, it is easy to look at a
convert, ironically, as an “other.” Some who convert to Judaism describe that they face significant hurdles in
shidduchim, or even in receiving Shabbat/Yom Tov invitations. While this has begun to be addressed more
openly in recent years, we must make every effort to not cause undue hardship to those who choose to join
us. “We” who were born Jewish were once converts, too. Especially on Yom Tov, in which the Torah explicitly
commands us to include the geir in our festivities, it is an especially important lesson to remember!
2)   Shavuot is a time for us to reinvigorate our relationship with Torah and its Giver. We can see this from
two lenses. Rut’s conversion was individual while the conversion at Har Sinai was communal, but the two
types of conversion complement each other. Rut is the model for seeking out God on an individual level.
Every individual who chooses to embrace Judaism has their own story (although be careful about asking
about it if you do not know them well!). We can all be encouraged to reflect on our own stories: what does
being Jewish to mean? What inspires me to cultivate a relationship with God and seek out the Torah? In
some ways, this is an individual effort and process because we all have unique experiences. But we are a
community, and we can learn from and inspire each other as well. The national experience of MatanTorah
reminds us that it is on us to share and reshare this experience together. Why do we stand for the reading
of the Ten Commandments? Rav Soloveitchik explains (Harerei Kedem Siman 151) that when we read this
parasha on Shavuot, we are recreating our standing at Har Sinai, when we experienced revelation together.
The power of the collective cannot be underestimated; we feed off each other. While people can listen to a
shiur on their own, it is a different experience when learning that same piece of Torah together. We will miss
that on Shavuot this year, but we yearn for this opportunity again next year.
3. Finally, I return to where I began: while it is true that collectively, every Jew comes from someone who
underwent the process of geirut, for some, their Judaism remains a given. It isn’t necessarily the subject of
great appreciation because it is just the way of life we know and are used to. But we don’t make the extra
effort to be engaged simply because we don’t feel like we need to. But Rut, and every geir in our generation,
reminds us that we have a powerful choice to make. “Avodat Hashem “is beautiful but it is, after all, avodah –
it requires effort. It can be meaningful, but it takes an extra push sometimes to be invested. But those
who choose this way of life inherently understand the power of doing it because it is a choice we can make. 



“Avodat Hashem “is beautiful but it is, after all, avodah – it requires effort. It can be meaningful, but it takes
an extra push sometimes to be invested. But those who choose this way of life inherently understand the
power of doing it because it is a choice we can make. In Sefer Devarim, the Torah says ַהיֹּום ַהזֶּה ְיקֹוָק ֱאלֶֹהיָך
ָך ָכל ְלָבְבָך וְּבָכל ַנְפׁשֶ יָת אֹוָתם ּבְ ַמְרּתָ ְוָעׂשִ ִטים ְוׁשָ ּפָ ׁשְ ים ָהֵאּלֶה ְוֶאת ַהּמִ ָך ַלֲעׂשֹות ֶאת ַהֻחּקִ ְּ The LORD your God“ : ְמַצו
commands you this day to observe these laws and rules; observe them faithfully with all your heart
and soul.” What does it mean “this day” Hashem commands you – it wasn’t today, it was 40 years ago? Rashi
explains, “בכל יום יהיו בעיניך
Each day, words of Torah should be new, as if on that day you were“ ”:חדשים, כאלו בו ביום נצטוית עליהם
commanded about them.” Shavuot is our reminder of the Sinai experience. While it may be hard to think of
Torah in a fresh way on a daily basis, on Shavuot, we are reinvigorated. We recharge our excitement and
passion for Torah. Whether one has been a Jew for one day or their whole life, Shavuot is a day in which we
re-experience our conversion, of coming to Torah anew. It is a time for us to reflect on how and
why this is so special for us. Even if we are not together this year, we can think about and be inspired by the
example of those who we know who make the active choice to choose Torah, and may we merit to find new
meaning in this special gift we received at Har Sinai.



Reading Megillos on Shabbos
Rabbi Shmuel Gold

 
We have a custom of reading the מגילות  (megilos) (שיר השירים on פסח and קהלת on סוכות and this year רות
on שבועות) on שבת before קריאת התורה (Torah reading).
Two questions present themselves:
1)  Why do we read the מגילות (megilos) before the Torah reading as we have a rule תדיר ושאינו תדיר תדיר
.(whatever occurs more frequently should be performed first) קודם
2) Why do we read these megilos on Shabbos, while  מגילת אסתר (Megilas Esther) is NEVER read on
Shabbos?  One obvious reason is that these megilos are only a מנהג (a custom) as opposed to מגילת אסתר
(Megillas Esther) which is a חיוב (obligatory) as we will discuss later.
The Gemara in שבת קט"ו  (Shabbos 115)  states in the case of a fire which occurs on  שבת we may save כתבי
This is so whether we read from them on Shabbos or whether we do .(The Holy Writings – Tanach)  הקודש
not read from them on Shabbos.  The Gemara explains that “read from them” refers to נביאים (the Prophets)
and “don’t read from them” refers to כתובים (The Writings). The Gemara explains that we do not read from
on Shabbos as the stories found there are engrossing and a person may be drawn into reading them כתובים
and not attend the Rabbi’s Shabbos drasha in which laws of איסור והיתר (that which is  prohibited and
that which is permitted) are discussed, and which the Rabbis felt is much more important.
The Rav, Rabbi Soloveitchik, felt that the prohibition of not reading כתובים begins with the Torah reading
Shabbos morning. קריאת התורה is a Mitzvah of תלמוד תורה דרבים  (Public Teaching of Torah) which
engenders the Drasha. Therefore, the Megilla should be read before the Torah reading. Tosafos in  שבת כ"ד
(Shabbos 24)  says that there was a מנהג  (custom) that a הפטרה (Haftorah) would be read at Shabbos
Mincha  after the Torah reading and that Haftorah consisted of a portion from כתובים as opposed to the
states that in (Shabbos 116) שבת קט"ז The Gemara in .(Shacharis) שחרית  which we read during נביאים
during Shabbos Mincha. The Rav felt that this was to   כתובים  Neharda’a they would read from )נהרדעא 
indicate that the איסור (prohibition) of reading כתובים ended with קריאת התורה (Torah Reading) of Mincha.
The reason why מגילת אסתר (Megilas Esther) is not read on Shabbos is found in three places in Gemara
גזירה This is known as.([Megilla] מסכת מגילה and [Succah] מסכת סוכה ,[Rosh HaShana] (מסכת ראש השנה)
and a concept apparently [Talmud Bavli] תלמוד בבלי Rabba’s decree (a term never used in the) דרבה
unknown to the תלמוד ירושלמי [Talmud Yerushalmi].)This decree stated that we are concerned that a person
may forget and inadvertently carry the Megilla ]or שופר or לולב] In the street on Shabbos)
As we said earlier the ירושלמי (Yerushalmi) does not mention this גזירה דרבה (Rabba’s enactment) and has its
own reasons for these restrictions. (The reason presented by the ירושלמי in ראש השנה (Rosh HaShana) for
a day of shofar" (Yom Teruah) יום תרועה is that there are two verses referring to Shofar – one says שופר
sounding” and one says זכרון תרועה  (Zichron Teruah) “a mention of shofar blasts,” which the Yerusahlmi
interprets to mean there is an occasion when we do not blow shofar on  ראש השנה (Rosh Hashana). That is
when  ראש השנה (Rosh HaShana) occurs on Shabbos. As for לולב (Lulav), the ירושלמי in מסכת עירובין (Eiruvin)
says that we apply ספיקא דיומא  (a doubt as to the correct day) for the first day of סוכות (Succos), and
therefore we will not take the Lulav on the chance that Shabbos is not really Succos). As for our case of
Megilla, the Yerushalmi says inמסכת מגילה  (Tractate Megilla)  אין קורין בכתבי הקדש אלא מן המנחה ולמעלה
.(We do not read כתבי הקדש [the Holy Writings] until after Mincha.) If this is so, the question remains why not
read Megillas Esther before the Torah reading as we do with Shir HaShirim, Koheles and Rus. The Rav
answers that the חיוב (the obligation) of קריאת המגילה (Megilla reading) is זמנו כל היום (an obligation all day),
and since we cannot read it all day (because of the reason advanced by the Yerushalmi), there is no
obligation or fulfillment in part of a day; therefore, we do not read  מגילת אסתר (Megillas Esther) on Shabbos.
 



How to Cure Loneliness
Rabbi Dr. Stuart Halpern

 
No one is laughing at the U.K.’s Minister for Loneliness now. When Tracey Crouch was appointed to the
position by then-Prime Minister Theresa May in early 2018, more than a few snickers could be heard across
the pond. This past month, former U.S. Surgeon General Dr. Vivek Murthy published Together, documenting
the early signs of an American “social recession” he witnessed during his 2014-2017 tenure. Even prior to
quarantines and social distancing, the nation’s former top doctor was already lamenting the isolation felt by
so many across the U.S. “Overcoming oneliness and building a more connected future is an urgent mission
that we can and must tackle together,” he wrote during those hazy pre-pandemic days.
Synagogue doors are still shuttered, which means we won’t get to read the biblical Book of Ruth on the
upcoming holiday of Shavuot, but if you’re looking to fight isolation, loneliness, and the other social plagues
of the moment, look no further than this short but stunning tale. More, perhaps, than any other biblical text,
Ruth’s story feels incredibly raw and relevant, a prescription for all of us who are aching to connect in a
society that grows increasingly more alienating.
In case you haven’t read the book in a while, here’s a refresher: Set around 1100 BCE, it begins during a
famine, the economic recession of biblical times. An absence of centralized and unifying political leadership
forces individuals to seek their own means of survival. An Israelite couple, Elimelech and Naomi, leave their
homes to seek sustenance in the neighboring nation of Moab. After settling there, Elimelech dies, as do the
couple’s two adult sons. While mourning the losses of their husbands, the sons’ Moabite widows, Ruth and
Orpah—the latter being Oprah Winfrey’s actual first name—summon the psychological strength to salvage
what remains of their future. Orpah decides to remain in Moab. But Ruth offers an altruistic affirmation so
lyrical it has been sung millennia later by musical luminaries Bing Crosby, Mahalia Jackson, and Leonard
Cohen.
“Whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy
God my God.”
Having pledged allegiance to her mother-in-law, the pair travel the 50 miles to Bethlehem—literally meaning
the House of Bread—where food is newly available. Seeing the formerly wealthy Naomi walk back into town,
her former neighbors can’t believe their eyes. They exclaim aloud, upon seeing the bedraggled old widow
and her unrecognized companion, “Is this really Naomi?”
In a heartbreaking comment, Naomi replies that her name, which translates to “pleasant,” should be
changed to Mara, or “bitter,” a fitting description of her state of mind. It should come as little surprise, then,
that no one rushes to Naomi’s aide, leaving Ruth as the family’s sole breadwinner. The newly arrived
immigrant goes to work in the fields, collecting the grain left there, per Torah law, by the wealthy landowners
obliged to care for the poor. Though in John Keats’ poetic imagining Ruth “stood in tears amid the alien
corn,” the biblical text portrays no sadness on Ruth’s part, only a gritty determination to keep her word and
feed herself and Naomi.
Eventually, Ruth’s efforts are rewarded. She happens upon the field of Boaz, a distant relative of Naomi’s,
and they marry. Their union produces communal restoration in the form of the eventual King David, and, in
the Christian tradition, Jesus. World history, it turns out, hinged on Ruth’s decision to remain faithful to
Naomi. The book ends shortly after an emotionally and physically revived Naomi, the once-wailing widow
now radiant with joy, embraces the baby born to Ruth and Boaz as if it were her own. His name is Oved, or
“worker,” an indication that everything that happened in the book happened because of the hard work of
human beings, not necessarily the miraculous intervention of God. Indeed, the Almighty is rarely mentioned
in the book; the story of Ruth is the most intimate, human-scale domestic drama in the Bible, a book
otherwise dedicated to the heroic ploys of larger-than-life prophets, kings, and conquerors.



The book’s approachable scale is the first clue that the story it tells is one that modern readers may find
particularly relatable. But look inside and you’ll be shocked by how ahead of her time Ruth truly was. First of
all, long before we learned to accept nontraditional families as valid and valuable, Ruth and Naomi give us a
reminder that the family unit comes in all shapes and sizes. They’re two women, both widowed and poor,
living together in a patriarchal society dominated by wealthy men and reminding us that staying together
and offering the mutual support we so desperately need can literally save our lives.
Science eventually caught up with Ruth’s wisdom: In recent decades, researchers have discovered how
loneliness impairs judgment, increases stress, depression, and mortality rates, while friendship improves
both psychological and physical health, including the body’s ability to overcome heart disease and viruses.
Not that we need clinical studies to remind us why human interaction is so important: Open the window at 7
p.m. each night and you’ll hear people clapping and cheering, not only to thank our health care workers but
also to remind ourselves that we are all in this together, and that even though we may not be able to see
and talk to friends and neighbors, they are still there, waiting for the opportunity to reconnect.
But Ruth isn’t just a paragon of making your own family, even amid devastation. She’s also the embodiment
of another virtue, giving, that physicians are now confirming can do much to boost both emotional and
physical well-being. “Giving and serving others doesn’t just strengthen our communities,” writes Murthy. “It
enriches our lives and strengthens our own bonds to the community and our sense of value and purpose.”
Small acts of selfless kindness like Ruth’s lay the foundation for our individual and communal salvation.
Finally, Ruth delivers one more crucial lesson for us reading her story today: If you want it, work for it.
Naomi’s self-pity, while understandable, led her nowhere. Ruth’s resilience, on the other hand, gave both
women the happy ending they so richly deserved. Ours is a culture quick to assign blame and claim the
mantle of victimhood; Ruth teaches us to forgo these tempting feelings for the harder yet ultimately more
effective virtue of never, ever giving up.
There’s a theological lesson in there, too: Pleased with the tremendous character shown by this
impoverished immigrant, God grants her not only a husband and a son but the privilege of becoming the
mother of Judaism’s most illustrious family, the one, we’re told, that would eventually bring about the
Messiah. The moral of the story is clear: Work hard, believe in yourself, be true to your friends, find your
family when you can, and you will bring about redemption, not only to you but, one day, to the entire world.
(Reprinted with permission from https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/belief/articles/how-to-cure-loneliness)



Skipping Matan Torah?
Rabbi Robert Browdy

 
As I was taking a walk the other day, I witnessed what has become the new norm for our communities these
days. People walking out from the backyard, dressed in their finest suits and dresses, sporting masks and
gloves; another small backyard wedding, a regular occurrence during covid19. While there was no shmorg,
no elegant flower arrangements, and no 10-piece band, there was the most important element of the day -
pure Joy, as the simcha of a new bride and groom was ever so magnified. 
Everyone knows of the custom that has Am Yisrael staying up the whole night of Shavuot. The Magen
Avraham, one of the foremost commentaries on the Shulchan Aruch, brings a source that has become the
go-to answer for most, when the question of why arises. The Midrash in Shir HaShirim tells us that on the
morning of Matan Torah, Bnei Yisrael pressed the snooze button a few extra times, and overslept. They
slept so late that Moshe Rabbeinu had to wake everyone up when Hashem had arrived at Har Sinai and
nobody was there. In order to make up for the sleepiness of our ancestors, we have taken upon ourselves
to not sleep a moment that night, and fill the night with Torah learning, singing, dancing, and of course -
eating. 
The question that screams out at us from the Midrash is how could they have overslept?! This was the
moment that they had been waiting for and counting toward for the last month and a half since leaving
Egypt! It is the day that all of creation had been looking forward to for 2448 years and Bnei Yisrael slept in!?
How could that have happened? 
There are many answers to this question, but a few years ago I saw an answer that made a profound impact
on me and comes to my mind every now and then, even not in the context of this question. The Sefer Imrei
Kodesh written by Rabbi Avraham Shlomo Biderman of Lelov explains, that the Jewish Peoples’ failure to
arrive punctually to Har Sinai the morning of the giving of the Torah did not stem from laziness, nor did it
come from a lack of excitement and a lack understanding of the importance of the event. 
Rather, they didn’t bother coming on time because they actually were not going to come at all. 
The nation as a whole was going to skip the biggest day in world history to date and this was due to
something that has been nagging at our collective consciousness for millennium - the feeling of being
unworthy of connection with Hashem. They felt too dirty from the years in Egypt, too broken - physically and
spiritually - from slavery and servitude to step into what the Tzadikim describe as the Chupah for Hashem
and Yisrael. They saw themselves as too far away to come close to Holiness, and therefore, slept in. 
This struggle is still very real today. Many times, the thing that keeps us from realizing our connection with
Hashem is not the distractions of 2020, is not my job, is not school. Rather, it is that feeling of “I’m not good
enough” or "I’m too far” that is stunting our spiritual growth and keeping us from feeling Hashem’s loving
embrace. We need to remember that we are Hashem’s beautiful Bride, dressed in too many Mitzvot to
count and that beyond all the years of ups and downs, we are more elegant than ever before.
This Shavuot is going to be like one we have never experienced before. Without the incredible all-night
learning programs, shiurim and tons of food of years past, we may think that we are “skipping”
Shavuot this year; we are missing out. It could be that those feelings of being unwanted and unworthy in
Hashem’s eye’s will seek to infect our minds and ruin the Yom Tov. 
Instead, we should take this year’s new-look Shavuot as a blessing. Just as the stripping away of many of the
beautiful (but maybe unnecessary) externalities have allowed the light of Chatan and Kallah to shine, the
same can be true of Shavuot 5780. No Shiurim, no spreads, no midnight BBQ/Ice Cream/Cholent/insert your
shul or school’s midnight incentive here. Just Us and Hashem, Bride and Groom, together to celebrate our
day and to receive the Torah anew. It will certainly be a Yom Tov that we remember forever.
Chag Sameach!



Rut - Daughter of Avraham
Susan Lieberman

 
Most of us know that Rut is from the nation of Moav. In fact, she is called Rut HaMoavia several times in the
Megilla. By leaving Moav and going to Israel with Naomi, Rut is making a complete break with the value
system of Moav and adopting the values of a Jew. According to Midrash, there was a debate whether Rut
could be accepted as part of the Jewish nation. After all, Sefer Devarim says very clearly: 
An Ammonite or a - ״לא יבא עמוני ומואבי בקהל ה׳, גם דור עשירי לא יבא להם בקהל ה׳ עד עולם. ״(דברים כ״ג, פסוק ד)׳
Moabite shall not enter the congregation of Hashem, even their tenth generation shall not enter the
congregation of Hashem, to eternity The Torah gives us two specific reasons: ״על דבר אשר לא קדמו אתכם
(בלחם ובמים בדרך בצאתכם ממצרים, ואשר שכר עליך את בלעם בן בעור ...לקללך״ (דברים כ״ב, פסוק ה)׳
 -  Because they did not greet you with bread and water on the road when you were leaving Egypt, and
because he hired against you Bilam the son of Be’or to curse you.  So how could Rut be accepted into the
Jewish community? Chazal give the answer that the rule of not accepting converts from Ammon or Moav
applied only to the men, and not the women. The words in the pasuk: עמוני… מואבי are in the masculine
form, not the feminine. It is usually the men leaders who determine policy, not women. They are not being
held responsible. 
There may be another reason. Both Rabbi Dovid Silber and Professor Smadar Rosensweig teach that Rut is
presented as an Avraham figure. Rabbi Silber goes into great detail about this. Boaz praises Rut as one who
left her parents and everything behind: ״ותעזבי אביך ואמך וארץ מולדתך  ותלכי אל עם 
You left your father and your mother and the land of your - אשר לא ידעת תמול שלשום״ - רות פרק ב׳ פסוק י״א
birth and went to a people you had never known before. This reminds us of Avraham. Hashem had said
to him: ״לך-לך מארצך וממולדתך ומבית אביך אל הארץ אשר אראך״ - בראשית י״ב פסוק א׳ Go for yourself from your
land, from your birthplace and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you. Avraham is one who
is willing to leave his place and go where G-d directs him. Avraham also goes through a second לך-לך at the
Akeida: ״לך-לך אל ארץ המורי-ה והעלהו שם לעולה על אחד ההרים אשר אראך״-  בראשית כ״ב פסוק ב׳ - Go to the
land of Moriah and bring him (Yitzchak) up there as an offering upon one of the mountains which I shall
show you. 
It took a gigantic leap of faith to do what Avraham did - leave everything behind and go to an unknown
place. And Avraham does it twice, when Hashem tells him to bring his beloved son, Yitzchak, up as a
sacrifice. Avraham again shows what Rabbi Silber calls a tremendous "leap of faith”.This is exactly what Rut
does. She’s willing to leave her homeland for the unknown. This is her “leap of faith” as she pledges to
Naomi that she will go wherever she goes “till death do us part” and declares her acceptance of Hashem
and the Jewish nation: (רות פרק א׳ פסוק ט״ז) ״עמך עמי ואלקיך אלקי״
Another main characteristic of Avraham is his chesed. Rut clearly exhibits this quality as well. The morning
after coming to Beit Lechem, Rut goes out to find food for her elderly, impoverished mother-in-law, Naomi.
She does exactly what Moav did not do for B’nei Yisrael. Rut is the opposite of Moav. Faith in G-d and
kindness to others are the values Avraham sets as guideposts of the nation he is to father. Rut embodies
both of these values.
Rabbi Silber maintains that there are no bad characters in Megillat Rut. Elimelech and his sons are selfish
people who put themselves above others, but they are not evil. Even Orpah, Naomi’s other daughter-in-law,
was willing to go back with Naomi and started going, until Naomi entreated with her and convinced her to
return. The גוא-ל, the redeemer who was the closest relative to Naomi, was at first willing to redeem the
land, but then refused to marry Rut. These are average people, who look out for themselves. But a hero is
one who goes above and beyond average. Rut is a person whose very presence and selfless behavior, like
Avraham, inspires others to behave well. Hashem says about Avraham: 



Because he will - ״למען אשר יצוה את בניו ואת ביתו אחריו ושמרו דרך ה׳ לעשות צדקה ומשפט״ (בראשית י״ח פסוק י״ט)“
command his children and his household after him that they keep the way of Hashem, doing charity and
justice. Avraham’s actions will inspire his descendants. That is what Rut has done. She brings out the good in
people. Boaz, of course, is the only male hero in the Megila. But was he always a hero? When Naomi and Rut
come to Beit Lechem in the first chapter of the Megila, the whole town is shocked to see these
impoverished women - ״ותהם כל העיר עליהן״ (פרק א׳, (פסוק י״ט. However, no one reaches out to them, no
one invites them in. Boaz knows they had come; he says so to Rut in the second chapter. He tells her that he
had heard all she had done for her mother-in-law. Yet, he doesn’t reach out at that point to help Naomi,
even though she was a relative.   
It was Rut who inspired Boaz to give her bread and water, exactly what the nation of Moav did not do and
what Elimelech did not want to do for his own townspeople. It’s ironic, and sends a message, that Elimelech
leaves Beit Lechem, the “House of Bread” to go to a place that does not share its bread.
The other reason Moav cannot enter the community of Israel is because they hired Bilam to curse B’nei
Yisrael. Rut is the “anti-Moav” who brings blessings on the Jewish people. Boaz, who at first ignored Naomi,
later blesses Rut -״ברוכה את, בתי״ - פרק ג׳ פסוק י׳ -May you be blessed, my child. The townspeople who not
only ignored but rejected Rut in the first chapter of the Megila, by the end not only accept her but bless her.
They bless her marriage to Boaz. When their son is born, they bless Hashem who gave her the child.  
Rut is the spiritual heir of Avraham. She ives up to, and becomes an example, of faith and chesed, which are
the values of Avraham and the hallmark of a Jew. Megillat Rut is a very positive book. It is
warm and inspiring. The Megila is a perfect segue to lead us through the times of Sefirat Haomer up to Chag
Hashavuot, when we reaccept upon ourselves the deals that have been passed down to us since the time of
Avraham.



A Segulah for Life
Rochel Chana bas Avraham

 
HASHEM tells us “and now, if you hearken well to ME and observe MY covenant, you shall be
beloved…”  “V'h'yi'tem li segulah" ( SHEMOT 19:5 )
AM YISRAEL: A segulah HASHEM?  What does that mean?
HASHEM: A treasure MY child, you’ll be special to ME.
AM YISRAEL: What makes me special? What makes me unique?
HASHEM: You accepted MY Torah, when the rest turned their cheek.
AM YISRAEL: But all of mankind are created HASHEM, ‘ b'tzelem Elokim' YOU surely love them.
HASHEM: All are important, MY child, this is true, but you have a mission, because you are a Jew.
AM YISRAEL: Oh my dear HASHEM!  A mission YOU say?  I hope it’s not hard!  I hope and I pray!
HASHEM: It’s hard MY dear child, I won’t say that it’s not, but you have the Torah that nobody’s got.   Learn
its sweet words with all of your might, be a light to the Nations and your soul will take flight.
AM YISRAEL: But what if I fall, what if I fail? Will I still be YOUR treasure or will I now be FOR SALE?’
HASHEM: Segulah/ SEGOL, the punctuation mark, has a trait that the other nekuddot do not. Three dots
upside-down in a pyramid way, no matter what side it’s on, SEGOL it will stay. You, AM YISRAEL, are a SEGOL
to ME, so even if you fall, you will always be, AM SEGULAH, precious to ME. 
AM YISRAEL: Oh wow, DEAR HASHEM!  I now understand the
job that I have in all of the land. 
NA'ASEH V'NISHMA! I declare with my soul! A segulah to G-D!?  Gevalt!!! What a role!!!
·      
GLEANED FROM THE PEARLS OF RAV SOLOVEITCHIK, ZATZAL & RAV ELIMELECH BIDERMAN, SHLITA.



Wherever You Go, I Will Go...
Ruth's Famous Statement as the "Table of Contents" of Her Story.

Neva Goldstein Hellman
 

In a series of three recent shiurim titled “The Book of Ruth: A Tale of Three Heroes,” Rabbi David Silber,
founder of the Drisha Institute, renowned scholar, and my teacher, shared in part his literary-spiritual
reading of the Book of Ruth*.  These shiurim were rich in spiritual content and new meaning, as Rabbi Silber
deftly demonstrated how the Book of Ruth relates in language and theme to other Biblical books, an
approach called “intertextuality.”  See, for example, in this QJC Shavuot Reader, the contribution of Morah
Susan Lieberman, who discusses the linguistic and thematic connections between the stories of Avraham
and of Ruth. Taking an intertextual approach adds spiritual nuance and depth to our simple reading of
Biblical texts.
My short d’var Torah here will focus on Rabbi Silber’s idea that in addition to its profound and deeply
inspiring expression of lovingkindness and faith, Ruth’s most famous oath in chapter 1 of the book that
bears her name seconds as a literary device that foreshadows the places and events that unfold in her
short, succinct, and most beautiful story. Specifically, given its placement at the beginning of the story, Ruth’s
statement functions as a table of contents of sorts, emphasizing the places where each of the four chapters
will unfold. An intertextual reading reveals the significance of each of these places in our tradition,
exponentially deepening our reading of the Book of Ruth.

“…Wherever you go, I will go; and where you lodge, I will lodge; 
your people will be my people, and your Gd, my Gd…”

Rabbi Silber explains that each of the four chapters of this charming book has its own setting, foreshadowed
in Ruth’s statement (1:16), and each place has its own importance to the meaning of the story.
“Wherever you go…”:  Chapter 1 takes place on the road.  On the one hand, “going” is the language of “Lech
lecha.” Ruth’s journey echoes the journey of Avraham and in that way strengthens our understanding of her
journey as a sacred obligation.  Her obligation to Naomi is one aspect of the larger sacred obligation to
return to the Land.  Ruth’s oath to Naomi connects us to Hashem’s oath to return the people to the Land; to
Yaakov’s oath to return, and to Yosef’s oath that he would return Yaakov’s bones to the Land.
“Where you lodge, I will lodge”:  Chapters 2 and 3 take place in the field and at the threshing floor,
respectively; the threshing floor is where Ruth lies down at Boaz’s feet and makes him aware of his
responsibility as a next of kin to redeem Elimelech’s land and his family. Rabbi Silber reads here that Ruth is
not just lodging where Naomi lodges, she is lodging on Boaz’s threshing floor as Naomi’s surrogate, in
Naomi’s place, as it were.  It is Ruth who will affect for Naomi the levirate marriage that will perpetuate
Elimelech’s name. To further demonstrate Ruth’s role as surrogate, upon the birth of Ruth and Boaz’s baby,
the women of the community proclaim, “A son has been born to Naomi!” 
The significance of the threshing floor in the Book of Ruth as an auspicious starting point for a new future is
enhanced when we connect to the significance of another threshing floor mentioned in the Book of II
Samuel 24:18. This is the threshing floor belonging to Aravna the Jebusite, located on Har Hamoriah.  King
David, the great-great-grandson of Ruth and Boaz’s son, recognized the threshing floor of Aravna as The
Sacred Place.  David insisted on purchasing it from Aravna; he built an altar there, did successful teshuvah
there that stemmed the plague and spared the people, and from that auspicious starting point, it is on that
threshing floor that the future Bate Hamikdash would stand.
“



“Your people shall be my people, and your Gd, my Gd…”:  Chapter 4 takes place at the town gate, the center of
town, where the court convenes and where the people congregate.It is here that Boaz becomes the
redeemer and formally connects Ruth to the family. It is here that the now strong, secure community
accepts Ruth.  Her becoming family and her full acceptance by all the people at the gate actualizes her
oath that Naomi’s people are her people and Naomi’s Gd, her Gd. With echoes of Yehudah’s growth in
nobility when he truly understands Tamar’s profound righteousness in the context of that earlier Biblical
model of levirate marriage, we watch the Israelite community of Bet Lehem grow to understand Ruth’s
heroic lovingkindness and to embrace her. In this intertextual context, David’s lineage is presented as ideal
for the future kingship in that he is the scion of two families whose true heroines lead true heroes to rise to
greatness above and beyond.
Hag sameah!—Neva Goldstein Hellman
*The ideas for this d’var Torah are those of my teacher, Rabbi David Silber, but any errors in transmission are my
esponsibility.*



The Omer Count and Shavuos
Seymour Kaplan

 
Unlike Pesach and Succos that have a fixed date in the Hebrew calendar, Shavuos is not identified as a
specific day in the calendar, but as the fiftieth day after the Omer offering. Beginning on the second day of
Pesach, when the Omer is brought, forty-nine days are counted, and the next day, the fiftieth, is Shavuos.
This recalls the days in the wilderness immediately after the Exodus when the Jewish people excitedly
counted the days, each day improving and elevating themselves so that they would be worthy of receiving
the Torah. Shavuos is attached to Pesach by the seven week count, symbolizing that the freedom of Pesach
is significant as the prelude to the giving of the Torah. The days between Pesach and Shavuos is known as
Chol Hamoed. The first two days is Pesach and Shavuos is the last two days of Pesach.
 

The Sefer Torah
(Based on a talk by Rabbi Shaya Cohen)

Renee and David Leibowitz
 

The Sefer Torah is referred to by the Torah as “The Testimony.” Rashi explains that it serves as a testimony
between God and the Jewish people that He commanded them the laws therein.
The Torah is read in public every Shabbos, Monday, and Thursday, so as not to allow three days to pass
without hearing its words. The Talmud tells us that we derive this practice from an incident that took place
just as the Jewish people left Egypt. After having seen the greatest of miracles in Egypt and the Red Sea,
three days passed and they found no water to drink. These great people, who had achieved such spiritual
heights through the miracles they had witnessed, began to complain to Moshe about the lack of water. For
people of their stature this was considered improper.
The rabbis indicate that the cause of their improper action was that for those three days they were without
Torah study (which is compared to water). Therefore, the Rabbis instituted that the Torah should be publicly
read on Shabbos, Monday and Thursday so that three consecutive days never pass without hearing its
words.
The people who witnessed the greatest revelations of all times and whose belief was so complete, were not
strong enough to withstand the effects of three days without Torah. A fixed schedule had to be established
to constantly reinforce its lessons. A Fixed schedule had to be established to constantly reinforce its lessons.
We see that the few lines that we read from the Torah every week seem to carry more meaning than even
experiencing the greatest miracles.
The words of Torah that we hear and study call out to us with the message of Sinai and sustain in us an
unswerving loyalty to our Creator. The words of the Sefer Torah can reach the Jewish heart in a way that
nothing else can.
 



The End of Chol Hamoed Pesach and Other Miscellany
Steven Katz

 
The times they are a changing.  This is line from a song, and I’ve used it before in a d’var Torah that I’ve
present at Seudat Shlisheet.  So, let’s see, have the times changed? Or are things essentially the same as
they were last year?  I think the answer is “YES”. For those of you familiar with logical tautology, in an OR
construct, if either condition is true or if both are true, then the answer is true, essentially, YES.
I wonder why sometimes, lay people such as myself are asked to make presentations on Shavuot. Certainly
there are people in this shul with FAR more innate knowledge than I have. Perhaps there’s an answer in
Parsha Bechikotai. The opening line reads ֻ֖חּקַֹת כוּ בחוקותי יִאם־ּבְ ֵל֑ ְמ֔רוּ ַת֣יִמְצו תְוֶא ּתֵ ׁשְ יֶת֖ם ּתִ If you follow :םאָֹתֽ וֲַֽעׂשִ
My laws and faithfully observe My commandments,
It doesn’t seem to make sense that the Torah would repeat the same concept, in two different ways, given
that we believe the Torah to be sparing in its words.  So what does that mean? I have two suggestions.  First,
the focus is, as noted by Rabbi Avi Billet of Anshei Chesed Congregation in Boynton Beach, on ּכו ֵל֑ which ּתֵ
seems to derive from the Hebrew word meaning to walk. That word is often translated or interpreted as
meaning to toil, specifically in Torah. For me and perhaps for others also, it means to work at learning Torah.
Regardless of your level, I’m sure that we’ve all experienced the laborious efforts it’s taken to succeed at one
subject or another. That’s toil.
The second meaning could be a parallel to the fairly known phrase “talk the talk and walk the walk”. We’ve all
come across people, whether directly or indirectly who tell you what the ‘rules’ are, the guidelines that you
should follow, only to be found violating the very same rules they espouse. This, to me, represents a pattern
of disrespect, for people and society.
In the area of respect, we have just completed the counting of the omer, 49 days, 7 weeks of 7 days, and a
period which is both one of great anticipation and of great sadness. First anticipation, as a replay of the days
we waited in the desert for Matan Torah on the 50th day. I am hoping that each of you will be blessed for
having successfully and full completed the count. And second, as a period of national mourning for the 24
thousand students of Rabbi Akiva, 12 thousand pairs of students, the crème de-la crème of Torah of the
time.  It is said that they died because they did not have respect for one another. But how do we explain
this? Certainly Rabbi Akiva’s students would or should have known about respect.  Look at their teacher,
Rabbi Akiva, of whom the following Medresh is told, as taken from the Bronfman.Org site:

- Moshe in Rabbi Akiva’s Beit Midrash 
- Talmud Bavli Menakhot 29b
Rabbi Yehuda said in the name of Rav: When Moshe went up to the Heavens [at Mt. Sinai], he
found God sitting and fastening crownlets to the letters of the Torah. He asked: Master of the universe,
who is delaying you [in this way the giving of the Torah]? God responded: There will be a man who will live
many generations from now whose name is Akiva son of Joseph, and he will derive heaps of laws from
every jot and tittle. Moshe said: Master of the universe, show him to me! God replied: Turn around.
Moshe went and sat behind the eighth row of students [in Akiva’s Beit Midrash]. He did not understand
what was being said. Moshe felt faint. But when the discussion reached a certain point, Rabbi Akiva’s
students asked: ‘Rabbi, what is the source of the authority of these teachings?’ Rabbi Akiva replied:
Halacha L’Moshe miSinai, this is law given to Moshe at Sinai.’ Moshe’s mind settled. Moshe returned to
God and said: Lord of the Universe, you have such a man [as Akiva] and yet you give the Torah through
me? God replied: Be silent: Thus have I decided.

So, what is it that they could possibly have done? I think a reasonable answer is provided in the article by
Shira Smiles on the OU site for Lag Ba’Omer.  She wrote the following:
 



We are told that Rabbi Akiva’s 24,000 disciples died because they did not give proper respect to one
another. This idea fits in very well with our theme. When Bnei Yisroel received the Torah, they were
encamped at the foot of the mountain. The Torah uses the singular form of the verb encamped to teach
us, as Rashi explains, that the people were all united as one person with one heart. When the disciples of
Rabbi Akiva demonstrated a lack of sensitivity to each other, being separate individuals instead of one
heart, they became unworthy of being the transmitters of Torah and inheritors of the legacy of Aharon
who fostered peace and love among Bnei Yisroel. Torah can only be received in unity.
These days became a period of mourning because we mourn the death of our tradition and, a Rabbi
Hillel points out, the immeasurable amount of wisdom and Torah that was lost when these great men
died, and the loss of so much of the oral tradition.

She continued later in the article with this:
Now we can begin to understand why Hashem meted out such harsh punishment to these great learned
men. We are told that they did not interact with each other respectfully. Rabbi Yosef Fogel explains that
this does not mean they were disrespectful. It means that on their level they would be expected to relate
to each other with extra sensitivity, to compliment each other and encourage each other. This is where
they were lacking. Because they themselves were on such a high spiritual level, they could not tolerate
imperfection in others. They themselves may have been imperfect in another area. It is to this end of
judging others favorably that we should use a mirror and turn the magnifying mirror on ourselves and
the minimizing or standard mirror on others urges Rabbi Lugassi in Beyam Derech.

Another article I read further described the lack of respect as notvbeing willing to listen to the statements or
arguments of their colleagues, essentially shutting down any possible dialogue.  Their positions were no
longer l’sheym shamayim, for the sake of Heaven, but rather for their own self aggrandizement. In the article
from the Meaningful Life Center, in an article entitled Crime of Passion, the writer was comparing the deaths
of Rabbi Akiva’s students to the deaths of Nadav and Avihu, who Moshe Rabbeinu said to his brother
Aharon HaKohen, they are holier than is.
The article states:

In the famous Talmudic story of the “four that entered the garden” (a mystical experience) only Rabbi
Akiva began the journey with the proper attitude: He “entered in peace and (therefore) came out in
peace.” Because he entered with humility, in obedience to the Divine will and seeking to unite the higher
and lower worlds, that is why he came out in peace. His intention of returning was implicit at the outset
of his path to religious ecstasy. While the other three – Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma and Acher – all entered for
other reasons, which determined how they emerged. Ben Azzai entered seeking ecstasy, not return;
therefore he “looked and died.” Ben Zoma “looked and was stricken” (with madness). Acher “mutilated
the shoots” (i.e., became an apostate).
In a similar way the 24,000 students of Rabbi Akiva “burned” each other up with their great passion. Their
disrespect for one another was not despite but because of their greatness: Each student was s
consumed with his own brilliant opinion that he could not tolerate his colleague’s position. People who
are not that powerful and intense in their positions can find it easier to compromise and co-exist with
others. But exceptional students who are extremely passionate about their interpretations and opinions
in Torah – require far more humility, care and sensitivity to ensure that they do not “destroy” the other
with their intensity. And the “holier” the “fire,” the more one feels that he is representing Torah and G-d –
the greater the danger.As the Kotzker Rebbe sardonically interprets the Mishne: “Every argument that is
for the sake of heaven will last forever:” When both parties know that their disagreement is driven by self-
interest or the likes, then there is hope that they will come to some agreement. But when each part
thinks that he is representing heaven, dressing up their differences of opinion in “holy garments,” then
there is no hope for reconciliation, with each side feeling that it cannot compromise “G-d”…



Had these students been of lesser stature, their disrespect for each other would not have harmed them
as much. But precisely because their minds were on fire and their hearts were ablaze did they burn each
other up.
We are told the story of Aaron’s sons – and that of the students of Rabbi Akiva – in order to teach us an
invaluable lesson about our own life experiences, and the dangers of passion, zealousness and self-
righteousness:

Sadly, we are seeing that behavior pattern being exhibited in large segments of the US population today,
and it’s particularly rampant in Congress. People having discussions on subjects not even limited to politics
do not let the other person finish. That process destroys lives, relationships and even marriages as it did
mine, at least in part. I think it is destroying the fabric of our society.  Imagine, if you will or can, the angst
that Hashem might have felt when this behavior was and is displayed by his chosen nation.
I remember during a therapy session that the therapist interrupted me.  I explained to her that I felt it
showed a lack of respect. By doing so, we achieved a MUTUAL level of respect.  So I would ask that, if I show
that behavior to you, please feel free to remind me.  And I hope I will garner the same respect from you.
As I noted earlier, we have just completed the 49 day counting of the omer. What are we supposed to do or
learn during that period? I think we are, I believe, supposed to learn respect for one another.  For if we don’t
then we will experience what happens in the following story that appeared in the Emuna Daily email as it
was sent to me last week by my friend Rachel Epstein. The email, a transcript from a shiur by Rabbi Ashear is
entitled Start at Home.

Before the Jewish People received the Torah on Har Sinai, they were "כאיש אחד בלב אחד"-they had an
unprecedented love for each other and were united as one. A prerequisite for Matan Torah is improving
our relationships with people. During these days before Shavuot, we are supposed to put in extra effort
into Ben Adam L'Chavero, and the best place to start is at home.
A man came to Rav Yehuda Ades in Israel complaining that his wife yells too much, and they're not
getting along. The Rabbi told him to speak softly to her, never with anger, and instead of correcting and
criticizing her, he should only compliment what she does well in the areas he wants her to improve in.
The man came back to the rabbi three weeks later and said, "You saved my marriage. Our relationship is
so much better. Thank you." A small change in the way we speak can do wonders. We are not always
treated the way we would like to be treated. Sometimes we get insulted, and sometimes we're even
humiliated.
A man told me last week that at work one of his superiors publicly shamed him. He was berated in front
of the entire office. For the next few days, he couldn't stop replaying that scene in his mind. I told him
that he experienced one of the worst types of afflictions, but hidden underneath it was a very big
blessing. One of the students of the Arizal, in a book entitled Kol Bochim, wrote that there's nothing
which purifies the soul more than embarrassment. He wrote further that if a person really understood
what he gained from being shamed, he would rejoice when it happened. The Chafetz Chaim once said
that if we knew how beneficial being shamed was for us, we would be begging people to do it. It's hard to
feel that way during the humiliation, but the more prepared we are, the better we'll be able to handle it, if
it happens. The main thing is to remain calm and not respond.
The Sefer Emunah Shelema told a story which took place three years ago in a grocery store in Israel. The
young man who related the story to the author said that he had an aunt who was forty-seven years old
and never blessed with children. He would say Tehillim and pray for her every single day. One winter
afternoon, his mother sent him to the grocery store to buy a few things. While he was there, he
witnessed somebody in a state of rage. It was a woman screaming at the cashier. Her new clothing was
stained from the dirty counter-top that she was placing her groceries upon.



It was something that spilled from the last person who was there, but she blamed it on the cashier. She
called him names and totally humiliated him. The cashier was a pious individual who kept his cool the
entire time, never responding to her. Everybody in the store felt terrible for him. After the woman left, the
boy remembered what he had once learned, that someone who's humiliated and doesn't respond
becomes so great that he has a special power of blessing. So he went to that man and said, "I saw how
you just kept quiet. Could you please give a Beracha to my aunt to have a baby?" The pious man smiled
and said, "I give a Beracha to your aunt to have a healthy baby boy this year, B'ezrat Hashem." The boy
answered Amen and went to tell his parents what happened. Nine months later, on Tuesday, the
28th day of Elul, that aunt gave birth to a healthy baby boy. This is the awesome power of being
humiliated and not responding. A rabbi told me that one of his relatives, a twenty-five year old girl, was
having doubts about a Shidduch. She went to a great rabbi for advice, and he told her the Shidduch was
not going to work out for her. "But recently," he said, "I was humiliated and I didn't respond. I will give you
that Zechut as a merit for you to find your real Zivug." Just three days later, that girl was introduced to the
boy that she married. We don't like being embarrassed, but if it ever happens we should understand, in
actuality, it's a present from Hashem, and it brings blessing.

If you watch the face of someone who’s been publicly embarrassed, their face either turns red as the blood
rushes there, or they turn white from shame.  It is said that such embarrassment is akin to killing a person,
hence the color change. I think that anyone who has experienced such an occurrence will tell you that it’s
not easy to avoid a response, as it is human nature to respond. Is there another connection of behaviors to
this time period?  According to the following, from a D’var Torah from the Me’oros Hatzaddikim for parsha
Behar-Bechukotai there is.

In Zera Kodesh to Behar, the heilige Ropshitzer Rav asks: As a nation, Am Yisrael counts Sefira in order to
purify our souls from filth and tuma. Is this some kind of segula? Is it some kind of supernatural process
that we are automatically purged and purified just by counting the days of the Omer? This cannot be,
because we do see plenty of people who count Sefira and not only do they not cleanse and refine
themselves for their past misdeeds, we see that they do not even desist from their current tumas chet,
instead continuing their filthy activities, sinning and defiling themselves. We therefore conclude, says the
Ropshitzer, that the days of Sefira are meant to be days of teshuva. There are fifty gates of teshuva and
counting the forty nine days of the Omer leads us to the fiftieth gate, as the passuk (Vayikra 23:16) tells
us, “You shall count fifty days.” The pasuk says we begin counting foor seven weeks the day after
Shabbos. Since the week is seven days long and Shabbos is the seventh day and we begin counting “the
day after Shabbos”, the day we begin counting is in effect the eighth day. The eighth attribute among the
Sefiros is Hod, associated with healing the sick, which is why at Matan Torah all judgments were
sweetened and all the sick were healed (Tanchuma Yisro #8).
The Ropshitzer explains that the days of Sefira – these days of teshuva – therefore rectify and sweeten all
judgments and transfer the judgments onto our enemies instead of us! The forty nine days spell mem
tes, which means to lower or push down; hinting at the wicked, now subdued and pushed down before
the Tzaddik. Forty nine is also the gematria of the words for a good heart – lev tov. This is because in
order to count down forty nine days towards Shavuos, Zeman Matan Toraseinu, we need to acquire a
good heart – a lev tov. The gematria of the fiftieth year, the Yovel, is also equal to lev tov (with the kollel),
because whoever acquires a good heart goes free!
Our pasuk therefore talks about Behar Sinai, the location of Kabbolas HaTorah, and also teaches us
about Shemita, a preparation for receiving the Torah, because the counting of Sefira and Yovel achieve
the same end – to sweeten judgments and acquire a good heart, a lev tov.



I will finish with an article that was the genesis for part of the title of my presentation, that being that
Shavuot is the end of Chol Hamoed Pesach.  Please keep in mind that the article was written in a different
year, so the parshiot may be different than they were last year, and that it was written two weeks after
Pesach. It’s dated 6 Iyar 5776, May 3rd 2016.  It’s entitled Tefillah: A Meeting With Hashem -Sefirah Days Are
Chol HaMoed!, and was written by Rabbi Eliezer M. Niehaus, and it also connects to what I noted earlier
about being a time of growth.

Just two weeks have passed since we put away our Pesach dishes, but it seems like ages ago. But that is a
great mistake! Did you know that Pesach doesn’t end until Shavuos? The Ramban tells us at the end of
Emor (23:36) – this week’s sedra here in Eretz Yisroel, next week’s for those of you in chutz la’aretz) –
“These days of counting are similar to the days of Chol HaMoed that are in between the first and last day
of Sukkos . . .” Knowing this should make us jump for joy! All those weeks of preparation did not end after
eight days – they continue all the way until Shavuos! But how are they similar to Chol HaMoed and what
should we be focusing on during these special days? 
49 Days of Self-Growth
Last time we saw that one of the primary purposes of the ten plagues was to awaken Klal Yisroel’s faith in
Hashem so that they could act upon it. Indeed, they reached the level of being able to slaughter the
Egyptian god without any fear, and leap into the raging Red Sea upon Hashem’s command. But that was
not sufficient.
During Yetzias Mitzrayim they were raised to a level higher than what they were really worthy of. But once
the light of that special day stopped shining, they would have fallen down to where they had been before
if they had not taken immediate action. They began counting toward the day they would receive the
Torah and 49 days of preparation commenced. The result was that they became truly worthy of receiving
the Torah.It is clear that intense self-perfection in many areas was necessary to merit the great revelation
of Hashem’s glory on Har Sinai. But it is also possible to suggest that one of the things they focused on
was living with the reality that Hashem was their Master. Thus, they internalized the clear lessons in
emunah they had been shown, and returned to the level where they had been when they left Mitzrayim
– through their own efforts.
This was not merely a historical event. The Ramchal in Derech Hashem tells us that during ever important
event in Klal Yisrael‘s history there was a spiritual light and it shines each year, on a smaller scale, when
that time of the year comes around again. To gain the most from that light, we must prepare ourselves to
tap into it.

I began my presentation with the line that “the times they are a changing”. I think you would be hard
pressed to deny that, unless you’re extraordinarily disconnected from reality. Shavuot, as I believe I’ve
demonstrated, is a time in which we have an opportunity, not only for teshuva, but also for change.  You
may know that, last year I became a health coach.  One of the phrases we use in our health plan, when
helping guide a client and serving as support for each other, is “Stop, Challenge, and Choose”. We apply it
not only to food and eating, but to lifestyles.  I think this would apply to us as well, as Jews and to Judaism.  I
don’t think of Judaism as a religion. I view it as a lifestyle, a way of life, because it transcends what is typically
perceived by many as a religion. I’m going to try to be better as a person, and to do better.  In our program,
we ask “what’s your why?” So allow me to change that a little “what’s your what?”
 
Thank you for reading.  I hope we’ve all learned something.  I know I did in constructing this presentation.
 Chag Sameach – now let’s go thank Hashem for the present He has given us.
(Originally delivered May 31, 2017 at QJC)



For Your Own Good: Torah, Mitzvot, and Quarantine
Ben Kohane

 
When social distancing was first instituted, beyond it being the right thing to do to listen to medical experts
and governmental authorities, I among many welcomed the opportunity to escape the daily monotony of
early morning alarms, crowded commutes, and packed lunches. However, that enthusiasm has waned, as
weeks have turned into months and we are still unfortunately unable to come together for work, social, and
congregational gatherings. For our own good and for the health of the country, we are sadly still directed to
restrict our movements and isolate ourselves at home.
Thousands of years ago, our ancient ancestors went through a similar struggle of reluctant acceptance
when presented with the Torah at Mount Sinai, which we commemorate this and every Shavuot. The Torah
relates in several places how excited the Jews were at first to receive G-d’s Torah, proclaiming “na’aseh
v’nishma”- “we will do and we will hear” (Exodus 24:17). However, a well-known Gemara in Masechet Shabbat
(88a) chronicles a more coercive scene at the foot of Har Sinai. When the Jews “stood at the lowermost part
of the mountain” (Exodus 19:17), Rabbi Avdimi bar Chama bar Chasa homiletically explains that the people
were actually positioned beneath the mountain, that Hashem “kaffah aleihem har k’giggis” -“overturned the
mountain above them like a barrel” - and declared that if they were to accept the Torah, all would be good;
otherwise, they would be buried right then and there. Beyond the divine manifestation of power - and recall,
in just the previous verse, the Midrash recounts how the Jews had seen thunder and heard lightning - why
was it necessary for Hashem to force the Torah upon the Jews, especially if they had already eagerly
expressed their willingness to accept it?
Rav Hershel Shachter, quoting the Medrash Tanchuma on Parshat Noach, provides an interesting resolution
to this seeming contradiction. While the Jews were ready to take on the Torah Shebichtav, the Written Torah
accompanied by the teachings directly transmitted to Moshe from G-d, they were less enthusiastic about
accepting the rabbinical interpretations and derivations of the Torah Sheba'al Peh, the Oral Torah that in
their eyes was not Divine. Relying on a legislative network of human beings raised questions of ideological
subservience for a people who just a few years prior had been literal slaves in Egypt. How could they accept
that some individuals would have the intelligence and power to analyze and enact law for an entire nation? It
was these worries which G-d had to suppress with his coercive threats. Whether we like it or not, Rav
Shachter concludes, G-d expects us to follow all the positions set forth by the rabbis in interpreting the
Torah.
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, in several of his commentaries on the book of Exodus, discusses the wording
used to proclaim the Jews’ readiness to accept the Torah, “na’aseh v’nishma.” He writes that the people’s
declaration included both asiyah and shemiyah, doing and understanding. While Judaism may first and
foremost be a religion of belief, the way we manifest our faith is often through action, through our
observance of required commandments, the mitzvot. Indeed, Judaism is unique in its upholding of deed as
well as creed.
Reflecting these evaluations back to our current situation is clear. While quarantine drags on and as much
as we may want to disregard the judgement of our fellow humans and take matters into our own hands, we
must have faith in their expert analysis and rely upon their experienced judgement when the right time will
be to emerge from isolation and see our friends and family once again. We cannot just have faith that the
crisis will be resolved, we must do what we can to realize that goal, even if that means not doing anything at
all. 
Wishing you all a healthy and safe Shavuot.



Prayer of Protection
Ray Kestenbaum

 
 הי ישמר את נפשך. הי ישמר את צאתך ובאך מעתה ועד עולם  - תהילים קכא

 
Hashem will guard your life. Hashem will guard you as you come and go henceforth and forever (Psalms

121).
 
One of the many prayers we say for health and prevention.
 
Judaism is replete with prayers for our healing and prevention of diseases. In the Amida three times daily we
plead רפאנו הי ונרפא. In the Ma’ariv service we chant silently והסר מעלנו אויב דבר וחרב ורעב ויגון. Shield us from
any enemy, pestilence, sword, famine and grief. And when men are called for an Aliyah to the Torah reading
we can make a Mi Sheberach for anyone in our family or circle who is sick.
 
But for prevention of the coronavirus benai Torah have adopted the recitation of תהילים צא, Psalm 91, יושב
He who dwells in the shelter of the Highest. It is chanted in the Shabbat Shachrit service. In ,בסתר עליון
sentence 3 it implores: כי הוא יצלך מפך יקוש, מדבר הוות, He will save you from the snare of the fowler and
from destructive pestilence.
 
Further on it reads: לא תאנה אליך רעה ונגע לא יקרב באהלך, no disaster shall befall you, no calamity shall come
near your dwelling. And that’s why we pray with כוונה this chapter.
 
The pasuk tells us not so subtly why we should stay in our homes in an outbreak of pestilence as we have
now.




