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In 1999, Daniel Simons and Christopher Chabris created a test for a study they were conducting 

on something they called selective attention. They asked their subjects to watch a short video of 

two teams passing basketballs, one wearing white shirts, the other black shirts. The viewers were 

instructed to count the number of passes made by the white team, ignoring the other players.  

 

Halfway through the video, a woman wearing a gorilla suit appears, crosses the court, thumps 

her chest and moves on. The gorilla is in view for nine seconds.  

 

After watching the video the subjects are asked if they’ve seen anything out of the ordinary. Tens 

of thousands of people have watched the video. A full half of them report never having seen the 

gorilla. And in fact, when you tell them there was a gorilla on the screen, they’re stunned that 

they could have missed it.  

 

The lesson, of course, is that the subjects are so fixated on the task at hand, that they become 

utterly unable to see anything else.  

 

As the Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman put it, we can be
 
blind to the obvious, be we can be 

equally blind to our own blindness.  

 

In my time living on the West Side, I’ve noticed that our community is a mecca for searchers. So 

many people are here because they’re looking for something – whether it’s concrete or 

intangible. People are looking for a job or an apartment or a spouse. People are looking for a 

sense of community, for a sense of belonging, or for a sense of meaning. So I often think about 

this question: How can we help people find what they’re looking for?  

 

Part of the answer to this question is coded within the words of our davening today. In a few 

moments we’re going to recite תפילת גשם. And the Tefillah takes us on a journey through the 

Torah – characters saved by water or from water – or episodes that turn on the brachah of מים.  

 

And it’s interesting that two of the episodes that we mention focus on a well:  

אבן מפי באר מיםיחד לב וגל   

Yaakov stepped forth and removed a great rock that sat atop the well. 

 

And 

 דלה דלה ושקה צאן מים
Moshe Rabbeinu saved the daughters of Yisro and watered their flocks – also at a well. 

 

And though we don’t mention it explicitly, there’s of course one more Biblical narrative in which 

the essential action occurs at the scene of a well: It’s where Eliezer finds Rivka, the woman who 

will become Yitzchak’s bride. 
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In point of fact, all three episodes ultimately lead to marriage – all three end with a proverbial 

search resolved: 

 

Thanks to Eliezer’s chance meeting at the well, Yitzchak and Rivka marry. 

Thanks to his chivalry, Yaakov marries Rachel. 

And thanks to Moshe’s gallantry, he ends up marrying Tzipporah. 

 

If the Torah holds out these three individuals as models of successful seekers, surely they must 

teach us something about how we might transform our own searches into more fruitful ones. 

 

What I would like to suggest is that each of these three characters makes an indispensable 

contribution to this conversation. 

 

Let us begin with Eliezer. He sets out on a mission. Traveling back to Avraham’s birthplace, his 

goal is to find a bride for Yitzchak. But notice what he does as soon as he arrives in Charan: He 

davens. ועשה חסד עם אדוני אברהם – please Hashem – act with kindness so that I may find the 

person for whom I’m looking.  

 

Too often we fly past this most basic Jewish precept. When something is important to us – when 

we really care about it – we have to daven for it. Maybe Hashem will answer our tefillot; maybe 

he won’t. There are no guarantees. But we have to ask. And what’s more: In the process of 

articulating to Hashem what it is we want, we’ll also be articulating to ourselves what really 

matters.  

 

Next we come to Yaakov. If you remember the story, Yaakov chances upon a group of shepherds 

loitering around a well. He suggests to them that they water their flocks and move on. But they 

say no:  

 

  בראשית פרק כט פסוק ח 

  ַוּיֹאְמרּו )א נּוַכל ַעד ֲאֶׁשר יֵָאְספּו ָּכל ָהֲעָדִרים ְוגֲָללּו ֶאת ָהֶאֶבן ֵמַעל ִּפי ַהְּבֵאר ְוִהְׁשִקינּו ַהּצֹאן: 

 

We can’t do it. There’s a stone on top of the well. It’s too heavy for one person to move. We 

have to wait until all the shepherds gather together.  

 

And then something amazing happens. Yaakov sees Rachel coming,  

  בראשית פרק כט פסוק י 

  ַוּיִַּגׁש יֲַעקֹב ַוּיָגֶל ֶאת ָהֶאֶבן ֵמַעל ִּפי ַהְּבֵאר ַוּיְַׁשְק ֶאת צֹאן ָלָבן ֲאִחי ִאּמֹו 

He steps up and rolls the stone right off the well.  

 

So how did he do it? I thought the shepherds just said it couldn’t be done. Yaakov was no 

strongman. Esav was the brother of imposing stature. How did Yaakov move the stone all by 

himself?  

 

The answer – as Yaakov makes plain with his actions – is simply that the shepherds’ words were 

untrue. Yes – they said it was impossible. But that wasn’t the case.  
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Yaakov is able to accomplish what they promised he could never do because he’s unwilling to 

take them at their word. 

 

People say all kinds of things. And invariably many of them are true. But by the same token, 

many of them are untrue. Yaakov succeeds because he’s willing to buck the trend. He’s willing 

to challenge what others take for granted and write his own script.  

 

In our searches, too, we need to be able to set aside what others may say or expect and – with the 

Torah and its values as our guide – find the solutions that are best for us.  

 

A single woman in her late twenties came to meet with me recently. She told me how frustrated 

she was that she hasn’t met anyone. She’s an observant person and she said she would only want 

to marry someone Orthodox, but her friends are encouraging her to start dating non-religious 

men.  

 

There’s a lot of wisdom out there, but not everything our friends say is wise. Our principles are 

our principles for a reason.  

 

If the first lesson for seekers is to daven for what matters to us, the second is to ignore the nay-

sayers, believe in ourselves and pursue what it is we’re after.  

  

And finally we come to Moshe. 

What’s most important about his case is to recall its context. Moshe was in Midian for the simple 

reason that, as a fugitive on the run for his life, he was no longer welcome in Egypt. One would 

have imagined that such a person, intent on keeping a low profile, would avoid making waves in 

public. One would have imagined that a person expending the better part of his own energy 

seeking asylum would be incapable of summoning the heroism necessary to save others.  

 

And yet Moshe acts.   

Yisro’s daughters were themselves seekers. They were searching for water for their flocks when 

a band of hoodlums threatened to drive them away. Moshe not only protected the young women 

from their aggressors, he watered their sheep – which is a different way of saying he helped them 

find what they were looking for. 

 

 קשה עלי פרידתכם

Today is a holiday because God finds it difficult to separate from us.  

It’s a day whose very character calls for us to champion the cause of bringing people together.  

 

I would submit to you that every person in this room – in some form or fashion – is searching for 

something. But like our gorilla video watchers, we’re often so focused on our own goals, that we 

fail to recognize and prioritize the searches of those around us. 

 

Be a matchmaker. Help someone find a job. Help someone find a spouse. Help someone feel like 

they belong. Introduce like-minded or like-hearted people to one another.  
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It’s like the story they tell about a man who’s been going in for medical tests. He comes back the 

following week to meet with his doctor. And the doctor tells him: “I’m sorry, but I’ve got bad 

news and worse news.” 

Obviously worried, the patient says: "What is the bad news?" 

“Well, according to the results of our tests, I’m afraid at the most – you only have one day to 

live.” 

“Oh my Gosh!,” the patient says. “What could be worse than that?” 

The doctor says, “I’ve been trying to contact you since yesterday.” 

 

Don’t wait. Start by looking around the room this morning. Ask yourself three questions: 

• Who do you see? 

• What are they looking for?  

• How can you help them? 

•  

These then are the three great legacies bequeathed to us by Eliezer, Yaakov and Moshe: 

• Always remember to daven for Hashem’s help in finding what we seek. 

• Never allow social pressures, passing fads or someone else’s expectations to direct us 

away from our own core values.  

• And even as we pursue our own searches, never become blind to the searches of those 

around us. 

 

In a moment we’re going to recite Yizkor.  

 

So many of our parents and grandparents lived by these ethics: 

• This beautiful sanctuary – like so many of the shuls we daven in today – exists because 

they made Tefillah such a priority.  

• In an era when observant Judaism was anything but popular in America, it was our 

forebears who stood by the courage of their convictions and built up the foundations of 

the vibrant Jewish community we now take for granted. 

• And even as they sought refuge or opportunity in this new land, our ancestors made it 

their mission to insure that their children could pursue dreams of their own.  

 

On the surface, we of are of course asking Hashem for rain so that the coming year will be one of 

plenty. But גשם is also the eternal metaphor for ברכה in our lives. 

 

In the deserts of the Ancient Near East it was the blessed oasis that sustained the seekers. For the 

searchers in our own lives, let us provide them with the wellsprings of kindness and caring. For 

by allowing others to drink of their sweet waters: We’ll not only be paying homage to the lasting 

legacy of the Jewish people – we’ll be insuring its continuity.  

 

 

  


