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Sunday
(7/2)

Monday
(7/3)

Tuesday
(7/4)

Earliest Talit

4:17 AM

4:17 AM

4:18 AM

4:19 AM

4:20 AM

4:20 AM

Shacharit

8:15 AM

6:15 AM

8:15 AM

6:25 AM

6:15 AM

6:25 AM

Gedolah

1:38 PM

1:38 PM

1:38 PM

1:39 PM

1:39 PM

1:39 PM

Mincha (Sun/Fri)
- Maariv

8:15 PM

8:15 PM

8:15 PM

8:15 PM

8:15 PM

7:05 PM

Shkia

8:32 PM

8:32 PM

8:32 PM

8:31 PM

8:31 PM

Tzait

9:17 PM

9:17 PM

9:17 PM

9:16 PM

9:16 PM

SATURDAY
HASHKAMA/YOUTH - 8:20 AM
SHACHARIT MAIN - 9:00 AM
LAST KRIAT SHEMA - 9:12 AM
GEMARA SHIUR - 7:00 PM
MINCHA - 8:00 PM
SHKIA - 8:32 PM
MAARIV/HAVDALAH - 9:17 PM
—————
BULLETIN INFORMATION
TO REQUEST A BULLETIN
ANNOUNCEMENT (BY 7:00 PM
WEDNESDAY) OR DEDICATE A
BULLETIN FOR $36 ($54 W/PHOTO),
EMAIL SEPLOTNICK@GMAIL.COM.

Friday
(7/7)

Welcome to the Installation Shabbat!
Thank you to our former Officers and
Board Members: Andrea Riskin, Sara
Levine, Betsy Sonnenblick, and Avi Vann.
Yasher Koach to those serve this year:

Haftorah is Judges 11:1-33. Pirkei Avot
Chapter 5.
FRIDAY NIGHT
EARLIEST CANDLES - 6:58 PM
MINCHA - 7:05 PM
CANDLE LIGHTING - 8:14 PM
TZAIT - 9:17 PM

Wednesday Thursday
(7/5)
(7/6)

President:
Vice President:
Treasurer:
Gabbai:
Financial Secretary:
Recording Secretary:
Corresponding Secretary:

Aryeh Brenenson
Ben Lang
Steven Winchester
Marty Sonnenblick
Lori Garfunkel
Amy Agress
Larry Bernstein

New Trustees: Eli Greenbaum, Nathan Schwitzer, Randi Spier
& Steve Wechsler.
Mazel tov to Amy & Stephen Agress on the engagement of
Josh to Bronia Goldman!
יעלה הזיבוג יפה ביבנו בית נאמן בישראל
May the beautiful couple be elevated in the building of a
faithful house of Israel.

CONGREGATION AHAVAT ACHIM
18-25 SADDLE RIVER ROAD
FAIR LAWN, NJ 07410-5909
201-797-0502
WWW.AHAVATACHIM.ORG
Rabbi Ely Shestack

President Aryeh Brenenson
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Kiddush Information
If you are in attendance when the
Rabbi says “”על המחיה, your
assistance in clean up would be
appreciated.
Kiddush setup for this Shabbat:
Chessin-Carp, Schwitzer, Zezon
Kiddush setup for next Shabbat:
Dubin, Finkelstein, Freund
To sponsor a Kiddush
($1000/$613/$318 plus scotch) send
an email to gplotnick@aol.com.

Adult Education
CHUMASH CLASS - Shabbat
morning before Shacharit.
RETIREES’ SHIUR - On hiatus
until August.
WEEKNIGHT GEMARA SHIUR On Summer Hiatus.
FUNDAMENTALS OF JEWISH
THOUGHT - After Kiddush, but on
hiatus this Shabbat.
PEREK ON THE LAWN, Pirkei
Avot Shiur, July 15 (weather
permitting, otherwise July 22), 5:30
PM, hosted by the Langs.

Community Events
17 & 24 – Biblical Scandals, Using
the Stories of Dinah, David & Bat Sheva
and Achav to Understand Traditional
Approaches to Morally Challenging Behavior
in Tanach, by Rabbi Hayyim Angel,
Monday nights, 7:15 PM, YOUNG
ISRAEL OF FAIR LAWN. $45 per
household. Register at www.yifl.org/
event/TanachSeries, or for more
details click here: Biblical Scandals.

Gita Cooperwasserע”ה
Youth Program
YOUTH GROUPS
RESUME IN THE FALL
(TOT SHABBAT STILL
IN THE PLAYROOM).
Parents, ensure that your children are
in groups or with you at all times.
NO FOOD ALLOWED DURING
GROUPS!

Book Club
Want to read ahead,
the following book
will be Call Me
Home by Megan
Kruse.

Ahavat Achim Future Events
July 15 - Siyum Bava Batra at Suedah
Shlishit
Aug. 26 - Kiddush sponsored by the
Sonnenblick family in honor of Avi's
Aufruf and upcoming marriage to Tova
Medetsky
Sept. 16 - Seudat Shilishit sponsored by
the Agress family on Yahrzeit of Amy’s
father Ha'Rav Yisroel Yehuda Ben
Ephraim Michal Ha'Levi Pruzanskyז”ל.
Oct. 6 - Kiddush is sponsored by the
Winchester family on the Yarhtzeit of
Steve’s mother Helen Winchester, Miriam
Hendl bas Shimonע”ה
Feb. 10 - Yachad Shabbaton

Mazel tov to our Associates Rena & Marc Liebman on the birth of a
baby girl!
יגדלוה לתורה ולחופה ולמעשים טובים
May they raise her to Torah, chupah and good deeds.

The book club will be next Shabbat, July 8, discussing
The Tea Girl of Hummingbird Lane by Lisa See, and
will be at the home of Zehava Baron at 5:00 PM.

Shirley Vann has dedicated this week’s Covenant & Conversation (used with permission
of the Office of Rabbi Sacks) in memory of her beloved mother Necha bat Yitzchokע”ה.
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Descartes’ Error
Chukat 2017 / 5777

In his recent bestseller, The Social Animal, New York Times columnist David Brooks writes:
We are living in the middle of the revolution in consciousness. Over the past few years, geneticists,
neuroscientists, psychologists, sociologists, economists, anthropologists, and others have made
great strides in understanding the building blocks of human flourishing. And a core finding of their
work is that we are not primarily products of our conscious thinking. We are primarily the
products of thinking that happens below the level of awareness.1
Too much takes place in the mind for us to be fully aware of it. Timothy Wilson of the University
of Virginia estimates that the human mind can absorb 11 million pieces of information at any given
moment. We can be conscious of only a tiny fraction of this.
Most of what is going on mentally lies below the threshold of
awareness.

“Most of what is going on
mentally lies below the
threshold of awareness.”

One result of the new neuroscience is that we are becoming aware of the hugely significant part
played by emotion in decision-making. The French Enlightenment emphasised the role of reason,
and regarded emotion as a distraction and distortion. We now know scientifically how wrong this is.

1

David Brooks, The Social Animal, Random House, 2011, x.
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Antonio Damasio, in his Descartes’ Error, tells the story of a man who, as the result of a tumour,
suffered damage to the frontal lobes of his brain. He had a high IQ, was well-informed, and had an
excellent memory. But after surgery to remove the tumour, his life went into free-fall. He was unable
to organise his time. He made bad investments that cost him his savings. He divorced his wife,
married a second time, and rapidly divorced again. He could still reason perfectly but had lost the
ability to feel emotion. As a result, he was unable to make sensible choices.
Another man with a similar injury found it impossible to make decisions at all. At the end of one
session, Damasio suggested two possible dates for their next meeting. The man then took out a
notebook, began listing the pros and cons of each, talked about possible weather conditions,
potential conflicts with other engagements and so on, for half an hour, until Damasio finally
interrupted him, and made the decision for him. The man immediately said, “That's fine,” and went
away.
It is less reason than emotion that lies behind our choices, and it takes emotional intelligence to
make good choices. The problem is that much of our
emotional life lies beneath the surface of the conscious
mind.

“It is less reason than emotion
that lies behind our choices, and
it takes emotional intelligence to
make good choices.”

That, as we can now see, is the logic of the chukim,
the “statutes” of Judaism, the laws that seem to make no sense in terms of rationality. These are laws
like the prohibition of sowing mixed seeds together (kelayim); of wearing cloth of mixed wool and
linen (shaatnez); and of eating milk and meat together. The law of the Red Heifer with which our
parsha begins, is described as the chok par excellence: “This is the statute of the Torah” (Num. 19:2).
There have been many interpretations of the chukim throughout the ages. But in the light of
recent neuroscience we can suggest that they are laws designed to bypass the prefrontal cortex, the
rational brain, and create instinctive patterns of behaviour to counteract some of the darker
emotional drives at work in the human mind.
We know for example – Jared Diamond has chronicled this in his book Collapse – that wherever
humans have settled throughout history they have left behind them a trail of environmental disaster,
wiping out whole species of animals and birds, destroying forests, damaging the soil by over-farming
and so on.

Descartes’ Error
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The prohibitions against sowing mixed seeds, mixing meat and milk or wool and linen, and so
on, create an instinctual respect for the integrity of nature. They establish boundaries. They set
limits. They inculcate the feeling that we may not do to our animal and plant environment everything
we wish. Some things are forbidden – like the fruit of the tree in the middle of the Garden of Eden.
The whole Eden story, set at the dawn of human history, is a parable whose message we can
understand today better than any previous generation: Without a sense of limits, we will destroy our
ecology and discover that we have lost paradise.
As for the ritual of the Red Heifer, this is directed at the most destructive pre-rational instinct of
all: what Sigmund Freud called Thanatos, the death instinct. He described it as something “more
primitive, more elementary, more instinctual than the pleasure principle which it over-rides”.2 In his
essay Civilisation and Its Discontents, he wrote that “a portion of the [death] instinct is diverted
towards the external world and comes to light as an instinct of aggressiveness”, which he saw as “the
greatest impediment to civilisation.”
The Red Heifer ritual is a powerful statement that the Holy is to be found in life, not death.
Anyone who had been in contact with a dead body needed purification before entering the sanctuary
or Temple. Priests had to obey stricter rules, and the High Priest even more so.
This made biblical Judaism highly distinctive. It contains no cult of worship of dead ancestors,
or seeking to make contact with their spirits. It was probably to avoid the tomb of Moses becoming a
holy site that the Torah says, “to this day no one knows where his grave is. (Deut. 34:6). God and the
holy are to be found in life. Death defiles.
The point is – and that is what recent neuroscience has made eminently clear – this cannot be
achieved by reason alone. Freud was right to suggest that the death instinct is powerful, irrational,
and largely unconscious, yet under certain conditions it can be utterly devastating in what it leads
people to do.
The Hebrew term chok comes from the verb meaning, “to engrave”. Just as a statute is carved
into stone, so a behavioural habit is carved in depth into
our unconscious mind and alters our instinctual
responses. The result is a personality trained to see
death and holiness as two utterly opposed states – just
as meat (death) and milk (life) are.
2

“Just as a statute is carved into
stone, so a behavioural habit is
carved in depth into our
unconscious mind and alters
our instinctual responses.”

Sigmund Freud, "Beyond the Pleasure Principle" in On Metapsychology, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1984, p294.
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Chukim are Judaism’s way of training us in emotional intelligence, above all a conditioning in
associating holiness with life, and defilement with death. It is
fascinating to see how this has been vindicated by modern
neuroscience. Rationality, vitally important in its own right, is

“Leadership in a noble
cause can bring despair.
But it also is the cure.”

only half the story of why we are as we are. We will need to
shape and control the other half if we are successfully to conquer the instinct to aggression, violence
and death that lurks not far beneath the surface of the conscious mind.
Shabbat Shalom

Shabbat Shalom
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Join YIFL for a 3-Part Lecture Series with

RABBI HAYYIM ANGEL
July 10, 17, 24 – 7:15PM

BIBLICAL
SCANDALS:

Using the Stories of Dinah,
David & Bat Sheva, and Achav
to Understand Traditional
Approaches to Morally
Challenging Behavior in Tanach

SPONSORED BY:

Rabbi Hayyim Angel is the National Scholar of the Institute for Jewish Ideas and
Ideals (jewishideas.org). He has taught advanced Bible courses to undergraduate,
graduate, and rabbinical students at Yeshiva University since 1996, and lectures
widely. He has published over 130 scholarly articles, primarily in Bible, and is author
or editor of fifteen books. His scholarship focuses on the interaction
between traditional and academic approaches to Bible study. He previously served
as Rabbi of Congregation Shearith Israel in New York (1995-2013), and as Rabbinic
Scholar at Congregation Kehilath Jeshurun in New York (2014-2017). He received his
B.A. in Jewish studies Summa cum Laude from Yeshiva College, his M.A. in Bible from
the Bernard Revel Graduate School, his M.S. in Jewish Education from the
Azrieli Graduate School of Jewish Education, and his Rabbinical Ordination from the
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary of Yeshiva University. He lives in
Teaneck, New Jersey with his wife and four children.

Ophira & Josh Abramson
Sarah & Yossi Faber
Elliot & Shira Teichman

$45/Household
Register at www.yifl.org/event/TanachSeries
For questions contact
maury.goldsmith@gmail.com
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