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On Sunday afternoon, my friend and colleague, Rabbi Shaul Robinson called me on my 

cell phone. He asked me what we had planned for our community Yom Haatzamaut 

celebration on Monday night and then asked if we could make an adjustment. Chief 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, he explained to me, was on the West Side and had been planning 

to return to England on Sunday. But he was now held captive by volcanic ash being 

spewed over the better part of Europe. Needless to say, I was more than happy to 

rearrange our program so that it might include one of the most prominent Jewish leaders 

in the world today.  

 

I called the Chief Rabbi, introduced myself, and invited him to join us at The Jewish 

Center. We chatted for a few minutes and he graciously agreed. Not five minutes later, 

my cell phone rings: Deepest apologies. The Chief Rabbi’s office had already arranged 

for him to appear in Riverdale Monday night. He won’t be able to be with us on Yom 

Haatzmaut.  

 

There’s something very peculiar about the notion of holiness in our lives. The Torah 

famously tells us קדושים תהיו – that part of our mission as a Jewish people is to achieve 

holiness. But I’m bothered by the following observation:  

• How many people do you know who are 200 ?100 ?שומר שבת? 

• How many people do you know who are שומר כשרות? The same number? 

• But how many people do you know that you would describe as holy? 10? 5? 0? 

 

Why the gap? We live in a community committed to Torah and mitzvos? If we can 

manage שבת and כשרות and dozens of other obligations, what stops us from managing to 

be holy?  

 

Perhaps the problem is that the idea of קדושה seems too broad, too sweeping. Maybe there 

are moments of holiness in our lives, but who among us can legitimately claim that we 

are leading lives of קדושה on a daily basis? 

 

What I’d like to do this morning is propose that there exists a kind of backdoor – a means 

by which to transport קדושה out of the realm of the unattainable and into the realm of the 

possible. All that we need to do to get there is a little code-breaking.  

 

Sometimes the Torah calls our attention to a given issue explicitly. And sometimes it 

does so more subtly. Whenever a particular word or phrase appears with an unusually 

high degree of frequency, it’s a red flag. It’s the Torah’s way of inviting us to look more 

closely at the text and make meaning out of its words.  

 

I’d like to propose that the secret code of ויקרא פרק יט is the word פנים – the Hebrew word 

for face. In one form or another, it appears at least seven times – and I’d like to 
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understand why. Now – the word פנים is a little special. It’s one of only a handful of 

words in the Torah that has no singular form. In English you can say face or faces. In 

Biblical Hebrew, it’s just פנים in the plural. You won’t find the word פן or פנה anywhere 

in Tanach. But on the flip side, the word פנים often appears in forms that are easy to miss: 

We translate לפניך, for instance, as before you; it really means before your face. לפנות 

means to turn; but what we’re really saying is that it means to turn your face. 

 

Everywhere you look in Chapter 19, you’ll find another מצוה involving פנים. 
 

  אל האלילים  תפנואל 

Don’t turn your face to other gods.  

  עור לא תתן מכשל  ולפני

In the face of the blind person, don’t place a stumbling block. 

  גדול  פניולא תהדר 

Don’t favor the rich when you face them in court.  

  אל האבת ואל הידענים  תפנואל 

Don’t turn your face to ghosts and magic.  

 

So what is it? What’s this fascination with פנים? Why in the context of teaching us how to 

become holy does the Torah suddenly fixate on faces?  

 

All of the פנים in the פרק point in one specific direction until we reach the conclusion of 

this theme. For all the places we’re not supposed to turn – for all the faces we’re not 

supposed to take advantage of – there’s only one pasuk that tells us in which direction we 

should be facing.  

 ויקרא פרק יט לב

  זקן ויראת מאלהיך אני יקוק  פנישיבה תקום והדרת  מפני

If you want to know how to be holy, look to the faces of the שיבה and the זקן – stand in 

the presence of the hoary head and give honor to the wise.  

 

Because inextricably bound up in the idea of holiness is the ideal of humility. The 

capacity to show deference to another individual bespeaks a willingness to admit that I 

don’t occupy the highest rung on life’s moral or intellectual ladder.  

 

Think back to some of the Torah’s examples. 

 Who preys on the weak? One who subscribes to the – לפני עור לא תתן מכשול •

distasteful belief that a person with a disability or a blind spot has nothing to 

contribute to enhancing society. Or to put it differently, one who is so self-inflated 

that dislike for the unlike becomes instinctive. 

ניםאל תפנו אל האבת ואל וידע •  – Who conjures up spirits and ghosts? What would 

move a person to try to communicate with the dead? Only the sense that the living 

are inadequate – that the people around him have nothing to offer.  

 

In which direction do you face, the Torah wants to know: Do you stand atop the world 

looking down? Do you look back on history and its bearers with a sense of disdain as if 

the popular ideas of the day are synonymous with wisdom? Or do you embrace the ethic 
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of מפני שיבה תקום והדרת פני זקן? Do you stand humbly at the feet of the aged and the wise 

with a sense of wonder? Do you stand in awe of a survivor, a war veteran, or the simple 

Jew whose lifetime of experiences we should place on the highest pedestal?   

 

Remember how the Torah describes the humblest person in our history:  

 והאיש משה ענו מאד, מכל האדם אשר על פני האדמה.

Moshe was exceedingly humble, more so than any other person on the face of the earth.  

 

Why not just מכל אדם or מכל אדם אשל על האדמה? Why י האדמהעל פנ ? Because I think the 

Torah is dropping a hint – reminding us that humility is always a question of פנים – which 

way do you face? In a certain respect, Moshe had it easy. He spoke פנים אל פנים to 

Hashem. As long as he faced God, of course Moshe was the humblest of all men.   

 

 is a complex business. But it contains at least one component that I don’t think has קדושה

to be. As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks once wrote, humility doesn’t mean undervaluing 

yourself. It means valuing other people.  

 

The story is told of a highly regarded Chazzan in Europe. The President of a prominent 

shul approached him and asked if he would serve as a guest cantor on a special Shabbos. 

Tell me, said the President, what’s your fee?  

10,000 rubles said the Chazzan. 

10,000? asked the President? But the going rate for a guest Chazzan is only 5,000. 

I know, said the Chazzan, but when you hire me, I also daven the silent shmone esrei.  

 

We’re blessed today to mark the beginning of what I hope will be a long and deep new 

relationship at The Jewish Center. תפילה itself is an exercise in humility. We stop our 

routines for a moment or a morning and we turn our faces heavenward: To acknowledge 

that we are so small and so dependent on Hashem.  

 

It’s already evident that Cantor Berson is a genuinely humble person with a profound 

appreciation for the sagacity and wisdom of his forebears. Even when we met earlier this 

week, he wanted to know about The Jewish Center’s mesorah. What are the names, he 

asked, of the people who could help me learn the melodies and the tunes that have been 

sung in this shul for generations? 

 

His davening emanates from an 'אהבת ה – a feeling that I hope will be contagious. How 

fitting it is to have as our שליח – a model, not just for the words and melodies of our 

tefillah – but for our very approach to the notion of קדושה. 

 

Sometimes it takes a volcano to remind us that the control we purport to wield is so 

fleeting. And sometimes it takes the Chief Rabbi’s office to remind us that the best laid 

plans can vanish as quickly as they materialize. I’m certain it wouldn’t take much effort 

for any of us to recall a moment when we’ve been made to feel very small.  

 

 ממעקים קראתיך ה'

From the depths we call out to Hashem. 
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It’s when we’re low – when we exhibit due humility – that God hears our prayers. As we 

turn our פנים toward Hashem and daven together with our chazzan, may we renew our 

capacity to be humble even as our תפילות ascend to the highest heights.   

 


