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The atmosphere was joyous1, the music festive and the food plentiful as the fathers

of the chosson and kallah sat down at the Chosson’s tish. In between them were the

chosson, and the mesader kiddushin, the revered Rosh Yeshiva of Brooklyn’s Yeshiva

Torah Voda’ath., Rav Avrohom Yaakov HaKohen Pam of righteous memory. The

Kallah’s father had commissioned a beautiful calligraphed ketubah for the occasion,

which he unfurled on the table. Rav Pam looked over it carefully before preparing it

to sign, and the unthinkable happened. He discovered a mistake! (As an aside, this is

why I always require calligraphers who design ketubot to work with me carefully

when I officiate a wedding, and why, even then,  I always bring extras). Calligraphy

is calligraphy, but when it comes to halachic documents in particular, everything

has to be exactly right and there is no room for compromise. As you can imagine,

the father was livid, and made no secret of his distress- not at Rav Pam, but at the

waste of money that his useless ketubah proved to be. Rav Pam had another copy

handy and had it signed, and then turned to the father and said something quietly.

The father visibly calmed down, and even had a smile on his face. Everyone at the

1 As told by Rav Meilech Biderman. I thank Joe Ravitsky for commending this story to my attention.
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chosson’s tish was curious. What did Rav Pam say that calmed this man down so

effectively?

The Torah paints the picture of the angry Jewish mob bearing down on Moshe,

accusing him of leading them into the desert just to kill them all at once. Rav Hirsch

describes their complaint as the first instance of humor- and especially of sarcasm-

in the Torah.

יִם׃ נּו ִמִּמְצָרֽ נּו ְלהֹוִציָא֖ יָת ָּל֔ ר ַמה־ּזֹא֙ת ָעִׂש֣ נּו ָל֣מּות ַּבִּמְדָּב֑ יִם ְלַקְחָּת֖ י ֵאין־ְקָבִרי֙ם ְּבִמְצַר֔ ַוּיֹאְמרּ֮ו ֶאל־מֶֹׁש֒ה ַהִֽמְּבִל֤

And they said to Moses, “Was it for want of graves in Egypt that you brought us to

die in the wilderness? What have you done to us, taking us out of Egypt?

Moshe turns to God and he cries out in prayer, but God seems to have rejected his

prayers.

ל ְויִָּסֽעּו׃ ר ֶאל־ְּבנֵי־יְִׂשָרֵא֖ י ַּדֵּב֥ ק ֵאָל֑ ה ַמה־ִּתְצַע֖ אֶמר ה ֶאל־מֶֹׁש֔ ֹ֤ ַוּי

Then God said to Moses, “Why do you cry out to Me? Tell the Israelites to go

forward.

It seems strange. No one enjoyed the kind of intimate relationship with God that

Moshe did, yet God rebuffed him. Why?

I’d like to suggest that in so doing, God was actually doing Moshe a favor, and

teaching him a lesson. As the Seforno explained, Moshe was not afraid of the
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murderous Egyptians- he was afraid of the angry Jews. God’s promise to Moshe,

and his exhortation for Moshe to take action, was meant to calm his doubts and

fears and provide the confidence that God would ensure his success. This was

designed to give Moshe yishuv hada’as- clarity, and the ability to move forward with

a plan of action in the short or long term. For so many, yishuv Hada’as remains

elusive, so having it is an enormous blessing.

But it is not enough just to attain yishuv hada’as for oneself. Achieving serenity

while the world goes insane is ultimately of limited utility. Why did God tell Moshe

to “speak to the Jewish people, so they should go”? If Moshe was supposed to lead

them, why didn’t God just tell him to lead, and not speak? Rabbeinu Yosef Bechor

Shor explained that Moshe was challenged by God not just to lead them physically,

but to calm their fears, too.

דבר אל בני ישראל ויסעו. כי אין לירא כלום:

Explain to them that they have nothing to fear- that God had already promised that

they would prevail over their enemies, that they would witness the demise of Egypt,

that they would emerge victorious and wealthy from their bondage and servitude.

In the same way God gave Moshe yishuv hada’at, He told Moshe to pay it forward

with the people he was tasked to lead. It is not easy, but there is great value in being

a calming presence in the lives of others, helping them overcome distress and attain

clarity in their lives. As you know, I was scheduled to be a Scholar In Residence this
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Shabbos at Congregation Shaar HaShomayim in Montreal. I had been looking

forward to this for a long time, and especially hoped it would happen after a

challenging week. I was excited to spend time with my good friend, colleague and

Rochester landsman Rabbi Adam Scheier, and especially excited because part of

Shabbat’s program was to deliver a joint sermon with my dear friend, Grammy

Award-winning  Cantor Gideon Zelermyer, in honor of Shabbat Shira. We had been

preparing this sermon for weeks on themes related to the special Shabbat- tefillah,

music and the way music enhances and interprets the text and the mood of the

prayers it is set to. It was billed as a Sermon With A Soundtrack, and featured

snippets of choral singing as well. As the weather began to take a turn for the worst,

I clung to the hope that I would still get out on Thursday as I had planned. When

that began to look impractical, I tried to figure out if I could take a later flight on

Thursday to Toronto and then connect to Montreal, which also proved complicated.

My flight had not yet been canceled, though of course that was to come- and the

only other flights I could get on would not get me to Montreal in time for Shabbos.

All the vacillation was causing me enormous stress, especially as my plans for

getting to Montreal proved to be increasingly farfetched. On Wednesday afternoon,

Cantor Zelermyer called me and gently told me that it was not worth endangering

myself, or adding even a single gray hair on either of our heads, for this Shabbos. It

was especially not worth it because the high over Shabbos in Montreal was forecast

to be -7 F, which would affect attendance even amongst hearty Montrealers. Please
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God, there will be more opportunities for Shaare to join The Shaar in person in the

future, but it was clear that this one will have to be postponed. He was right, of

course- but I had to hear it from him. Once we arrived at the decision, I was filled

with calmness, with yishuv hada’as. It’s no accident that this happened on Shabbat

Shirah, either, or that it was a Chazzan who set me straight. Music, and  singing in

particular. has the ability to provide that sense of calmness. In the 16th chapter of I

Samuel2, David is introduced to Shaul as the young man who can play the lyre, and

calm his soul which is plagued by an evil spirit. While the “evil spirit” is not

identified, it sounds like depression, or some related emotional torment. Long

before David was a source of stress in Shaul’s life, he was a source of calmness.

יו ֥רּוַח ָהָרָעֽה׃ {פ} ָרה ֵמָעָל֖ ח ָּדִו֛ד ֶאת־ַהִּכּ֖נֹור ְונִֵּג֣ן ְּביָ֑דֹו ְוָרַו֤ח ְלָׁשאּול֙ ְו֣טֹוב ֔לֹו ְוָס֥ ה ִּבְֽה֤יֹות ֽרּוַח־ֱא�קי֙ם ֶאל־ָׁש֔אּול ְוָלַק֥ ְוָהיָ֗

Whenever the [evil] spirit of God came upon Saul, David would take the lyre and

play it; Saul would find relief and feel better, and the evil spirit would leave him.

The modes, melodies and motifs of tefillah are designed to create that feeling of

clarity within us, a feeling of understanding of the time of year or of the week we

are in, a feeling that this is where we need to be right now. Indeed, studies have

shown that repeated vocalization stimulates the vasovagal nerve, which runs

through the throat and identifies signs of safety that ensures a feeling of calmness.3

3

https://www.urmc.rochester.edu/behavioral-health-partners/bhp-blog/may-2021/the-science-of-self-soothin
g.aspx
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But of course, you don’t need to be able to sing to calm yourself or others. A few

well-placed words, and a listening ear, are equally effective. At the wedding with

which we began, the father of the bride was so astounded by what Rav Pam told

him, that he told everyone about it later on- even those who didn’t ask. “Do you

know what Rav Pam told me? After he found the mistake in the Ketubah and signed

the other one, he said, ‘who knows? Maybe there was a decree from Heaven that

your daughter, or your son in law, should have two ketubot in their lifetime- one for

this marriage, and one for another, either because of a death or a divorce, God

forbid. But now, you were given a gift- the ability to fulfill the decree with the only

casualty being a fancy sheet of paper. Please God, they will have a long and beautiful

life together!’”

I don’t know what happened to this couple; I assume and pray that they did, indeed,

live happily ever after, but that is almost beside the point. Rav Pam had the

remarkable ability to say exactly the right thing to calm down an agitated father at a

vulnerable time.

Let us learn from Moshe’s example; may God grant us clarity, calmness and

confidence, and may we be a source for it in others.
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