
 1

Earth Needs Jewish Mothers 

Tazria 2011 

Rabbi Yosie Levine 

The Jewish Center 

 

Many news sites on the internet these days feature not just top stories, but a short listing 

of the most popular articles – the stories that have been viewed by the most readers. My 

own system is a little less precise, but I keep an informal tally of the links and articles 

most frequently forwarded to me by our members. This week the hands-down winner was 

an email titled: Talmud Study Now Mandatory in South Korea. Jewishly-themed, a little 

outlandish and set in a country most people I know have never visited – it had all the 

makings of a very promising joke.  

 

So imagine my disappointment when I discovered a very real interview with South 

Korea’s ambassador to Israel. 

 

According to Sophia Hirschfeld of Yediot Achronot, Young Sam Mah was quoted as 

saying the following: 

 

"We were very curious about the high academic achievements of the Jews. Jews have a 

high percentage of Nobel laureates in all fields: literature, science and economics. This is 

a remarkable achievement. We tried to understand what is the secret of the Jewish 

people? How they - more than other people - are able to reach those impressive 

accomplishments? Why are Jews so intelligent? The conclusion we arrived at is that one 

of your secrets is that you study the Talmud. 

 

"Jews study the Talmud at a young age, and it helps them, in our opinion, to develop 

mental capabilities. This understanding led us to teach our children as well. We believe 

that if we teach our children Talmud, they will also become geniuses. This is what stands 

behind the rationale of introducing Talmud Study to our school curriculum." 

 

Sharing your skepticism, Rabbi Fridman volunteered to do a little fact checking for me 

with the Korean consulate here in New York City. The official with whom he spoke said 

that questions had been coming into to his office since the story broke earlier in the week. 

He freely acknowledged that many Talmudic stories have in fact been included in Korean 

textbooks. But the picture of Koreans sitting around rigorously debating halachic minutia, 

however, seemed quite preposterous to this particular government employee.   

 

Even if the story is founded on a kernel of truth, it certainly invites us to consider for a 

moment what separates the world of Jewish learning from the world of non-Jews 

studying our texts. Surely, when we engage in Talmud Torah there is an intellectual 

component involved, but that’s not the animating reason behind why we do it. Whether 

the study of Talmud from a young age has contributed to the intellectual success of Jews 

over the past generations, I cannot say with any authority. What I can say is that we study 

Torah because it’s a mitzvah, because it connects us to Hashem and to our mesorah, and 

because it deepens us as people and adds sanctity to our lives.  
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That’s why every morning we recite ברכות התורה – the ברכות in which we acknowledge 

that Hashem has sanctified his people by bestowing upon us the privilege of engrossing 

ourselves in Torah study. 

 

So this morning, allow me to share with you a halachic question relating to this topic that 

contains both practical and philosophical ramifications. We know about the important 

principle of הפסק in the realm of הלכות ברכות. We insist on immediacy. Nothing should 

interrupt the flow between the recitation of a ברכה and the performance of its attendant 

mitzvah. We make a ברכה directly before eating matzah and then we go ahead and eat it. 

We make a bracha right before reading the Megillah and then we go ahead and read it. If 

for some reason there is a break, we make a new ברכה.  

 

Let’s say you have lunch in your Sukkah. You of course recite לישב בסוכה before the 

meal. If you leave the Sukkah and come back for dinner, you make a new ברכה. There 

was both a practical and cognitive interruption, so your return necessitates the 

formulation of a new consciousness and the recitation of a new ברכה. 

 

Perhaps you have already intuited the question. What happens when you listen to a Torah 

podcast on the subway or you come home from work and you open up a חומש or you 

attend at a class at The Jewish Center? Does anyone make a new ברכה? Surely things 

have happened in your day that have caused some distance between your original ברכה in 

the morning and your Torah study later on in the day. Yet why have we never heard of 

anyone saying a ברכה before they sit down to engage in the mitzvah of Talmud Torah? 

 

Park this question in the back of your mind. We’ll return to it in a moment. 

 

The opening of פרשת תזריע is fundamentally about Jewish motherhood. The Torah tells us 

about the way a mother responds when a new life is brought into this world. 

 

So I want to turn for a moment to the very first time in the Torah that this happens. 

Who’s the first person to give birth? It’s Chava. She names her son Kayin and then 

explains why. From the root קונה, she declares 'קניתי איש את ה – which is a very difficult 

line to translate. What would it mean to say, I have acquired a man with God? 

 

The great Biblical scholar, Umberto Cassuto, suggested an alternate translation. Think 

back to Avraham and the war of the kings. Following his military victory, King 

Malchitzedek blesses him by saying, ברוך אברהם לקל עליון קונה שמים וארץ – blessed is 

Avraham, man of God the maker of heaven and earth. It’s an expression we say in  שמונה

 doesn’t mean God who acquires heaven and earth, but קונה שמים וארץ :all the time עשרה

rather God who creates heaven and earth. 

 

This is what Chava means: 'קניתי איש את ה – I have created a man with God! She’s saying 

that she has become a partner with God. She too is a creator of worlds.  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that she becomes a partner with God not just in the singular act 

of creation, but in the ongoing and life-long course of caring for and worrying about what 
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has been created. Because creation never happens by itself. In the Torah, part and parcel 

of the creation process is the notion of preserving what has been created.  

 

It’s the very first of Maimonides’ principles of faith: We believe that God is not only the 

 He’s not just the creator, but constant sustainer as well. We .מנהיג but also the ,בורא

believe that that Hashem always keeps a watchful eye on us – that we never leave his 

consciousness. 

 

And that I would submit is the essence of Jewish motherhood. A Jewish mother is 

involved in the enduring and ennobling process of nurturing, caring for and of course 

worrying incessantly about her children.  

 

Rav Soloveitchik uses the metaphor of the mother to answer our original question. It’s 

true that a mother may not physically be with her child at every moment, but that child 

never really leaves her latent consciousness. On some level, she is perpetually connected 

to her deeply imbedded and ever-present concern for her children. 

 

Likewise, as the Rosh and Tosafos explain, Torah is never really absent from our 

thoughts. We may be temporarily distracted by the business of our lives. But so deeply 

seated is our connection to Torah that it remains unbroken even when it is not in active 

use. It’s as if we never left the Sukkah. Our proverbial books of Jewish learning remain 

perpetually open before us.  

 

This week is our Bikkur Cholim Shabbaton – a special שבת devoted to the theme and the 

mitzvah of visiting the sick. The Jewish Center is blessed to have an outstanding group of 

volunteers under the able leadership of Johnny Glaser and Nava Silton Brandwein who 

perform this beautiful mitzvah every Shabbos. And it’s a tribute to them that almost 200 

people are participating in today’s Shabbaton. 

 

It seems so self-evident. Of course we have a duty to take care of those who are ill. But 

there is a lesson to be gleaned from Jewish mothers and from our connection to Torah.  

 

Bikkur Cholim is actually a different kind of mitzvah entirely. We never say a bracha on 

bikkur cholim. You won’t find a text that says אקב"ו על ביקור חולים. You know why? 

Because the Gemara (Nedarim 39bff) teaches us that ביקור חולים אין לו שיעור. This mitzvah 

has no upper limit. רבא אמר אפ' מאה פעמים ביום. You could perform this mitzvah ad 

infinitum. Like צדקה or כיבוד אב ואם it belongs to a special unquantifiable category. The 

mitzvah can’t be circumscribed: we can’t limit it enough to point to it and make a ברכה.  

 

Too often we relegate the notion of בקור חולים to a particular place or a particular time. 

But in point of fact, it’s quite the opposite. People who have fallen ill should always be in 

our thoughts. We should be conscious of them at all times. Of course בקור חולים is about a 

physical visit to someone in the hospital or someone in their home. But it’s also about 

thinking of them, davening for them and calling them as often as possibly can.  
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Part of what it means to be a responsible member of a caring community is to do develop 

the latent consciousness of the Jewish mother: The ability to mimic Hashem’s unending 

capacity to constantly care. I don’t know if studying Talmud helps produce Nobel 

laureates. But it certainly helps remind us about the מצוות that should be on our minds and 

the compassion we should feel in our hearts.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


