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“Unlike chess, backgammon is tactile, fast-moving, even loud, with checkers slammed down and 

tiny dice sounding like rattlesnakes as they traverse the board. Casual players who believe they 

are good persist in the illusion because the element of chance obscures their deficits. At its heart, 

backgammon’s cruelty resides in the dramatic volatility of the dice. Even a player who builds 

flawless structures on the board can lose to a novice. The good players simply win more often.” 

 

These observations appeared in the New Yorker this week in a piece by Raffi Khatchadourian. 

His article follows the exploits of the top-ranked backgammon player in the world, an eccentric 

and unorthodox Israeli named Falafel .  

 

To put the same point a little differently, what separates backgammon from chess is the quandary 

of having, at every turn, to balance luck and skill, fate and choice.  

 

And it’s this very quandary that I’d like to explore with you this morning.  

 

When it comes to the question of why the Jews, we’re all surely familiar with two rabbinic 

traditions that probably figured prominently in the day school education of many of the people in 

this room.  

 

According to one Gemara, the moment of revelation was a moment of national coercion. 

 

מוטב,  - ואמר רב דימי בר חמא: מלמד שכפה הקב"ה הר כגיגית על ישראל, ואמר להם: אם אתם מקבלין את התורה 
  שם תהא קבורתכם!  -ואם לאו 

 

God suspended Mt. Sinai above the Jewish people and gave them this simple ultimatum. Should 

you accept this Torah, all will be well. Should you choose otherwise, this place of enormous 

sanctity will quickly turn into your graveyard.  

 

But according to another tradition, God first offered the Torah to a whole host of would-be 

recipients.  

  ולא קבלוה, עד שבא אצל ישראל וקבלוה!  א"ר יוחנן: מלמד שהחזירה הקב"ה על כל אומה ולשון

 

On a kind of world-tour, God proffered his Torah to nation after nation. But after inquiring as to 

its contents, each one refused. Finally, when God reached the nation of Israel, he found a willing 

recipient.  ישראלבני  answered in a singular voice: נעשה ונשמע – whatever is required of us we 

accept.   

 

So which is it? Was the Torah foisted upon us or did we willingly accept it and its attendant 

obligations? 
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The Megillah we read just a few moments ago has something very important to say about this 

question: 

 

You’ll notice that the fourth and final chapter of the Megillah is a kind of mirror image of the 

first. In both perakim, fate has foisted a difficult choice upon two characters. One of them steps 

up to embrace the challenge while the other fades into the background. 

 

By dint of tragic circumstance, Naomi, Ruth and Orpah find themselves widowed, childless and 

penniless. Recognizing that fate has conspired against them, Naomi urges her daughters-in-law 

to return to their ancestral homes – which is a different way of saying that she gives them each a 

choice. We don’t hold it against her, but Orpah chooses the path of least resistance. She heeds 

the words of Naomi, returns home, and disappears from the Jewish story. Faced with the same 

set of options, Ruth chooses instead to remain by the side of her mother-in-law and, as we know, 

emerges not just as the heroine, but the great grandmother of the Davidic dynasty.  

 

In the Megillah’s final chapter, the story repeats. This time, it’s two men who are forced to 

choose. By no fault of their own, circumstances are such that they find themselves in the position 

of the יבם, the levirate. Should either of them accept it, the responsibility to marry Ruth – to be 

her redeemer – will fall to them. I refer here to Ploni Almoni, the nameless relation of Elimelech, 

and Boaz. And again, one character chooses not to act, and he too fades into oblivion – forever 

unremembered, unnamed and unknown. It’s Boaz who makes the choice and fittingly marries 

Ruth – his heroic counterpart.     

 

Perhaps this is even alluded to in the language of the Megillah (2:3): 

  ֱאִליֶמֶל+:ַחת ַוֵּתֶל+ ַוָּתבֹוא ַוְּתַלֵּקט ַּבָּׂשֶדה ַאֲחֵרי ַהּקְֹצִרים ַוּיִֶקר ִמְקֶרָה ֶחְלַקת ַהָּׂשֶדה ְלבַֹעז ֲאֶׁשר ִמִּמְׁשּפַ  

 

Searching for her sustenance, Ruth ventures out into the fields following the harvesters in search 

of their fallen sheaves – and  ַָוּיִֶקר ִמְקֶרה – it just so happens – that she ends up in the field of Boaz. 

 

Though on the surface it appears as happenstance, we know better. For the chapter of fate has 

ended. Ruth and Boaz have been dealt their hand by virtue of what happened in the opening 

verses of the narrative. What follows is a series of conscious choices.  

 

And so it is when it comes to the origins and continuity of our people. The story of our 

relationship to our Torah starts with fate. God chose us. כפה עליהם הר כגיגית – we had little say in 

the matter.  

 

But what happens next was – and continues to be – entirely a function of our choices.   

 

Backgammon is the perfect metaphor. It begins with a roll of the dice. Fortune. Luck. 

Happenstance. Something beyond our control. But what follows is very much within our control. 

Our move. Our decision. Our choice.  

 

It’s actually the story of every heroic character in the Torah: 

• With the promise of becoming a great nation, Avraham is confronted with childlessness. 

• Yitzchak has to overcome the trauma of the Akeidah. 
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• Yaakov is exiled, hobbled, deceived and bereft of his favorite son. 

• Yosef is objectified and enslaved. 

• Moshe, the self-described כבד פה וכבד לשון is called upon to become the greatest 

communicator in our nation’s history.  

 

And in each case, these men make decisions – not only to push forward – but to become doers 

and leaders.  

 

For those of us who recite Yizkor today, we know how utterly crippling it feels to lose someone 

dear to us. And surely those who are blessed to omit this Tefillah have felt the forces of fate in 

other areas: People are battling disease or financial distress or a hardship in their family or 

relationship. No one is immune.  

 

But Chazal echo the message of our Megillah: Whatever the dice say, how to move the checkers 

on the board is a choice that belongs exclusively and eternally to us.  

 

So this Shavuos, I want to ask you to choose to renew and re-invigorate your relationship with 

the Torah and with Jewish life.  

 

Here are my two simple suggestions: 

 

First, make a choice to daven with us one more time than usual this year. We all have our 

automated routines: How often we come; what time we come. Turn off the autopilot; suspend in 

your own imagination the reasons why it’s not possible, and choose instead to make it possible. 

And I’m not only speaking to the men. We have a wonderful group of women that davens with 

us every day. Join us.  

 

Somebody came to shul recently who isn’t a regular. I saw him and I said, “It’s so nice to see 

you here; isn’t your wife in the hospital.” And he said, “Yes. That’s why I’m here.”  

 

I would submit to you that every excuse not to go to shul is also a reason to go to shul.  

 

Second, we’re so literate and so sophisticated in our modern lives. What about becoming equally 

sophisticated in our Orthodox lives? Given the accessibility of Torah in our generation, what’s 

stopping us from spending a little time actively studying it? Daf Yomi isn’t for everyone, but I 

guarantee you the Torah is for everyone. On this holiday of קבלת התורה, make the choice to make 

Torah study part of your routine.  

 

At the end of the day, there’s not that much riding on whether or not Falafel wins or loses. But 

whether or not we engage and re-engage with Torah and mitzvos matters immensely. Our 

parents and grandparents lived their Jewish lives while clingingly firmly to the hope that our 

choices would make them proud. Let it be said that we did no less.   


