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A number of months ago, in its Sunday Routine section, The New York Times ran a profile of a 

prominent liberal rabbi who’s set to retire after a long career in the rabbinate. It was a very 

telling little interview and I was surprised to learn that this rabbi takes great pride in the fact that 

he spends an hour every day shaving and looking at himself in the mirror. Freely confessing his 

vanity, “I get sermon ideas,” he said. “I get programmatic ideas. I have an encounter with 

myself.” 

 

In thinking about people so enamored of their own image, two stories come to mind: 

 

The first is the legend of Narcissus. As you know, according to the popular version of the myth, 

Narcissus, the young hunter, is so entranced upon seeing his own reflection in a pool of water, 

that he falls in love with it. Failing to recognize that it is but an image, Narcissus is unable to pull 

himself away from the reflection and eventually dies. 

 

The second story that comes to mind is less well-known. It comes from a Gemara in Nedarim 

(9b): 

 

There was a particular man who was possessed of a strikingly attractive appearance. As a young 

shepherd tending his father’s flock, he once chanced upon a spring where he was taken by his 

own image reflected in the water. But rather than succumb to temptation, he decided then and 

there to become a Nazir, first allowing his hair to grow wild and then shaving it off entirely as 

prescribed by the ritual we read in our parsha just a few moments ago.  

 

It’s fascinating to track the parallel course of these two tales, but it’s even more fascinating to 

notice where the stories diverge.  While Narcissus becomes paralyzed by his own image, the 

Talmudic character is inspired to act.   

 

What we see on looking in the mirror, the Talmud is arguing, has the power to animate the 

decisions we make. 

 

Between you and me, I think an hour shaving and looking at the mirror might be a little 

excessive. But there’s something important about the notion that beholding our own image has 

the capacity to move us. While the Greeks provide a cautionary tale, our mesorah provides a 

redemptive alternative. On seeing our own reflection, it’s possible to transmute infatuation into 

inspiration without falling victim to self-worship.  

 

But there’s another equally important source of inspiration that Chazal notice in our parsha. 

Today we learn not only about the Nazir, but about the Sotah – the wife suspected of having 

committed adultery. Failing to heed the warnings of her husband, she’s caught alone with 

another man – raising suspicions about her faithfulness.  
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Rashi cites the gemara (Sotah 2a) that wonders about the connection. Why does the institution of 

Nazir follow immediately on the heels of the Sotah?   

 שכל הרואה סוטה בקלקולה יזיר עצמו מן היין.

The Gemara answers that anyone who would see the Sotah disgraced, would react by taking the 

vow of the Nazir. Bearing witness to the Sotah’s ordeal could be deeply dispiriting. How sad to 

see the integrity of the family unit threatened by perceived infidelity. 

 

But it’s worth remembering that this would-be Nazir that the Talmud has in mind is in no way a 

party to the tragic circumstances surrounding this woman and her husband. He’s an innocent 

bystander. And yet – he’s so moved by the tragic fate of this family that he is inspired to change 

his own life and become a Nazirite.  

 

In fact, the Ibn Ezra picks up on the language of the pasuk:  

 איש או אשה כי יפליא לנדור נדר נזיר

  .to become a Nazir is astonishing – astounding – audacious even – פלא from the language of יפליא

 

It means that a person takes the bold step of utterly re-ordering his life: No wine or grape 

products; no haircuts or shaving; and no contact with the dead. Should his relative pass away, the 

Nazir will attend neither the funeral nor the burial.  

 

We have, then, two models – two answers – to a question we cannot ask often enough:  

 

What is it that moves us?  

 

At different moments and different circumstances, our answer will surely vary. But our sages 

want us to notice that the source of our inspiration may be internal or external. It may emerge 

from a literal or figurative look in the mirror, or it may come from a person or event well outside 

our own orbit.  

 

But the common denominator is that moved we must be. It’s apathy that’s the crime against 

humanity. 

 

Let me tell you a secret about the Nazir: The decision to refrain from alcohol, haircuts and 

funerals does not in and of itself bring a person closer to God. The components of the Nazir’s 

vow are instruments – the means by which a person may minimize or eliminate the things that 

distract his attention from what really matters. The Torah’s hope is that by expressing his 

commitment through a solemn pledge, the Nazir will feel inspired and compelled to become a 

better person and a better Jew.  

 

Perhaps if I had the wisdom of someone twice my age I would see the world from a different 

perspective, but it seems to me that we’re living at a time in which it’s easy to fall into the trap of 

cynicism: 

• We’ve been reading daily about an unsettled economy and an administration beset by 

scandal.  

• Gun violence and terrorism go on unchecked.  

• The state and the people of Israel are riven by internal conflict. 
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• And the atrocities in Syria are threatening to destabilize a region that was no paragon of 

stability before the onset of this unrest. 

 

Given that the forces at work are much bigger than any of us, what really can we do?  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that, while we don’t have the institution of Nezirut today, we should 

nevertheless attach to its ethic. Whatever the source of his inspiration, what’s clear is that the 

Nazir represented the kind of individual who stirred himself to act. 

 

So let me share with you four possible paths, four ways to matter in the coming weeks and 

months:  

 

First, while it may be true that powerful forces are at play, we should never underestimate the 

capacity of individuals to matter globally. When the United States Congress passes a resolution 

on Iran sanctions, the world changes. And more often than not, it’s individuals at organizations 

like AIPAC that make such progress possible. Even when it comes to matters as big as 

geopolitics, we should never consider ourselves powerless.  

 

If you want to think nationally as opposed to internationally, I want to encourage you to get 

involved in our efforts to make excellent day school education sustainable. By encouraging every 

member to contribute to our day school fund, we’ve already begun blazing a trail that other shuls 

are replicating. Our goal is to help create a culture shift wherein everyone recognizes that 

supporting day school education has to be the responsibility not just of parents, but of our entire 

community. We’re starting to think about our plans for next year. Now is the time to get 

involved.  

 

Third, on a local level, right here on the West Side, there’s so much chesed to be done. Every 

individual matters. Get involved in Bikkur Cholim or Dorot or volunteer at our clothing gemach. 

I guarantee that your participation will be transformative.   

 

And finally, let me suggest one path that’s on a smaller scale still. R. Yisroel Salanter once said: 

When I was young I thought I could change the world. When I realized I couldn’t change the 

world, I thought I could at least change my city. When I realized I couldn’t change my city, I 

thought I could at least change my family. When I realized I couldn’t change my family, I 

thought I could at least change myself.  

  

Not every project needs to happen on such a grand scale. There is also a path for personal 

development that is no less impactful. It’s our hope that the kinds of things we’re doing in the 

worlds of Torah and Tefillah here at The Jewish Center are opportunities for every individual to 

grow and strengthen his or her own Jewish identity. 

 

So next time you look in the mirror or pick up a copy of the Times, see the image in front of you 

through the lens of the Nazir – of one who rejects in the starkest terms the very notion of 

passivity – and instead embraces the spirit of possibility. For as long as we believe that we are 

capable of change, we’ll know too that the world is capable of changing along with us.  


