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On Wednesday night, many of you had the privilege of listening to three sagacious 

political minds discuss politics and policy at our pre-election roundtable discussion. In 

the course of the conversation, Errol Louis, the Daily News columnist and radio talk 

show host, made an unorthodox observation. Sure it looks like the Republicans are going 

to surge to dozens of electoral triumphs on Tuesday. But don’t be surprised, he said, if 

the Democrats post some unexpected victories. In 1998, he explained, the GOP attacks on 

Bill Clinton were so strident, that they spurred a backlash among voters and cost the 

Republicans a number of seats in Congress. Maybe, he said, 2010 won’t be so different.  

 

Does anyone know the first person in the Torah to find consolation? By the time we get 

to our parsha, we’ve read about many people who have died – including שרה אמינו. 

There’s crying, there’s eulogizing – but amazingly – there’s no mention of a person being 

consoled until we reach Yitzchak at the end of our parsha. 

 

It’s three years after his mother’s death. Eliezer has brought home Rivkah to be his bride. 

He welcomes her, he marries her, he loves her and then – out of nowhere almost – the 

Torah says:  

 וינחם יצחק אחרי אמו.

Yitzchak was consoled on the loss of his mother. 

 

Perhaps at the level of popular psychology Yitzchak conceived of his bride as a stand-in 

for his mother. But surely we can do better. Surely there has to be some deeper 

significance to the fact that our introduction to the very notion of consolation is the 

marriage of Yitzchak to Rivkah. 

To understand what the Torah is getting at, we need to back up just a few pesukim 

because there’s someone who mysteriously disappears from the storyline. You’ll recall 

that Eliezer makes his pitch to have Rivkah become Yitzchak’s bride. He hears the 

wonderful news that Besuel and Lavan have consented to the match and are willing to 

send Rivkah off to be married. Eliezer then showers all kinds of gifts on the young 

woman  

 ומגדנות נתן לאחיה ולאמה

And then he dispenses fruit to her brother and her mother.  

 

And then two lines later,  

ואמה תשב הנערה אתנו ימים או עשור... ויאמר אחיה  

And her brother and mother said, “Maybe the young woman could remain here a while 

longer before going off…” 

 

Why all of the sudden is it Rivkah’s mother and brother who are at the center of the story. 

What happened to her father? Where’s Besuel? He was the one who had been speaking 

on his daughter’s behalf right along. Where did he go?  
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Besuel is gone. He never appears again in this story or anywhere else in the Torah. 

Judging from these textual clues, it stands to reason that Besuel is dead. A moment ago 

he was so involved in the plotline and suddenly he’s nowhere to be found. What other 

explanation could we be expected to reach?  

 

The medrash confirms our suspicions and suggests that he was poisoned or killed just 

before Rivkah’s decision to leave home.  

 

• This theory would provide an answer to the question of why Rivkah’s family 

attempts to delay her departure: perhaps she needed time to grieve the loss of her 

father. 

• It would likewise help us understand another peculiarity in the text. When Rivkah 

arrives to meet her groom, she covers herself with a veil. There are many pious 

women in the Torah. None of them wears a veil. The only other person I know of 

who wears a veil in the Torah is Tamar. She does it because she’s making a 

conscious attempt to hide her identity. Why does Rivkah do it? It’s not a halachic 

practice, but if we assume that Rivkah is in mourning, it certainly wouldn’t 

surprise us to find a woman dressed this way.  

 

And I believe it’s this supposition – the presumption that Rivkah’s father has just 

perished – that throws light on our original query.  

 

Clearly, the Torah maintains that Yitzchak and Rivkah are the right match for one 

another. There are qualities they both share.  

• From the perspective of lineage, they come from families with common roots.  

• From a moral perspective, Rivkah embodies the ethic of chessed that Yitzchak 

bore witness to in the home of his parents. 

• But perhaps deepest of all, they share an emotional bond: for while Yitzchak felt 

besieged by the grief and loneliness of his mother’s death, Rivkah was busy 

mourning the very recent loss of her own father.  

 וינחם יצחק אחרי אמו.

Yitzchak was consoled on the loss of his mother. 

 

It was no accident that Rivkah brought נחמה to Yitzchak – for she was capable of an 

empathetic quality possessed uniquely by those who had just suffered the loss of a parent. 

I would even venture to say that Rivkah and Yitzchak found consolation in one another. 

 

This shabbos at The Jewish Center marks the beginning of our annual membership 

campaign. So this morning – allow me to use the story of Rivkah and Yitzchak to answer 

a question we too often take for granted: Why do we want people to be members of The 

Jewish Center? 

 

• Of course The Jewish Center is a great institution and when you’re part of 

something great, you want to share that feeling with the people around you.  
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• Of course there’s a financial component and everyone should contribute their fare 

share. 

 

But there’s another reason as well.  

 

It’s because part of the very mission of this building, this shul, this Jewish Center – is to 

be a place that will militate against loneliness and help people feel more connected to one 

another and to Hashem. By opening our doors and expanding our network of 

connections, every person who’s part of the network becomes more attached, more 

grounded and less alone. And the whole becomes stronger in the process. 

 

A number of years ago I overheard two people talking after minyan. They realized that 

they were the two people in the room saying kaddish. Each of them introduced 

themselves to one another and asked for whom the other was saying kaddish. I could just 

see the look of mutual solace as each one somehow understood that they were not alone. 

They davened together every day for the next number of months and have been good 

friends ever since.  

 

On some level, each of us can relate to the image of Yizchak wandering alone in the field 

– hoping and believing that fate will deliver someone or something to alleviate his feeling 

of being alone. Each of us surely has some dream – some longing – that’s as of yet 

unfulfilled or undeveloped.  

 

I very much doubt that the answer to our pockets of loneliness will come in a form so 

neatly packaged as it was in the case of Yitzchak. But we have the benefit of something 

Yizchak never had: the strength of an extraordinary social phenomenon we call a 

community.  

There are a thousand ways in which being a member of The Jewish Center can elevate 

you. And a thousand more ways that your being a member can elevate us.  

 

If one new member makes one bond or one connection, there are two people who are 

uplifted. I’ve shared with you many times my belief that this room is a treasure trove of 

extraordinary people and extraordinary relationships just waiting to take shape. If you’re 

not yet a member, join us and attach yourself to this community.  

 

To the many people in this room who are members, I leave you with this charge: Be a 

Jewish Center ambassador. Reach out to one person. Make one phone call. Have one 

conversation. You don’t have to do any proselytizing. The people we’re thinking of 

already come to shul. Just ask them to join you – and expand the breadth and strength of 

the Center in the process.   

 

Our membership campaign is a little different from an electoral campaign. But Errol 

Louis’ point is still resonant. Anytime you really believe in something and make a serious 

push for it, you’ll invariably generate pushback. And there’s always someone who comes 

up to me during membership month and says, “We already have too many people at our 

kiddush. We don’t need more members.” 
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I respectfully disagree. Because this thing we call community is very dear and very 

precious. To keep it vibrant and dynamic requires constant work and attention. Part of our 

task is to reach out and embrace a new cadre of loyalists whom I hope will in turn reach 

out and embrace us. For in this mutual embrace, we’ll find what no individual can 

produce alone: an abundance of wisdom, empathy and an instinctive sense that our 

Center is where you belong.  


