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Statement of Policy
The Jewish Observer has devoted a great deal of space to 

the perils of the Internet and to the need for everyone to 

be extremely vigilant in its use. We have echoed the pleas 

of our gedolim that it should not be in use, unless it is an 

unavoidable necessity, and then only with all suitable 

safeguards. While its dangers must be recognized and con-

trolled to every possible degree, our gedolim recognize that 

many people and businesses require its use, and therefore it 

has not been banned. This is why we accept advertisements 

listing website addresses, but in no way does this imply that 

the gedolim or The Jewish Observer condone casual use of 

the Internet.
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The Pulsebeat of Jewry

I
t is not often that a local news item

captures the attention of the Jewish

media throughout the country. A

story in the community newspaper in the

Five Towns area recently stirred even peo-

ple who have never responded in writ-

ing before to take pen in hand and tell

the world at large how deeply they feel

about this matter.

The issue, of course, is an explosive

one. Several parents, overwhelmed by the

rising cost of yeshiva tuition, have sug-

gested a possible alternative of provid-

ing their children with public school

education while supplementing their reli-

gious instruction in some patched-on

format. The reactions range from com-

plete shock to one of resigned agreement.

In truth, the worst reaction of all would

be one of indifference.

At the first Knessia Gedolah

(International Congress of Agudath

Israel), held in Vienna in 1923, the

opening session, attended by Gedolei

Hador of that era, met to determine

what the primary focus of the

Knessia should be, in view of the myr-

iad problems facing the community

at large.

After several suggestions were

made, the saintly Chofetz Chaim l”xz

arose to speak. He began with a para-

ble: A person was in a serious acci-

dent and was severely wounded in

many places. He was brought to the

hospital, and a team of doctors was

trying to decide what to treat first.

A senior doctor interrupted,“The first

thing we have to do is check his pulse.

If it’s beating, we can proceed. But if

there is no pulse, there’s really no

point in deliberating at all.”

The Chofetz Chaim continued,

Rabbi Ginzberg, founding rav of Ohr

Moshe Torah Institute in Hillcrest, NY, is

currently rav of the Chofetz Chaim Torah

Center of Cedarhurst (Long Island), New

York. He is a frequent contributor to

these pages.

Collective Tears
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What are middle-class parents to do when they are blessed with four – or seven – or ten children, and the

annual tuitions tend to be in excess of $5,000 per student – and, in some schools, more than $10,000 for each? 

Two Orthodox laymen in Lawrence, Long Island – an upper-middle-class suburb in the Five Towns – explored

several creative possibilities of reducing their tuition load, and their ideas proved newsworthy in the Jewish

media. One of the men commented, “When it comes down to it, instead of $40,000 a year, [my bill] could be

$9,000.”*

Their initial plan simply called for a small number of Orthodox students to enroll in public schools, and then

rent space after hours where they would receive religious instruction from privately hired teachers.

When the public expressed interest in these ideas, they proposed a bolder plan – to have students study

Jewish topics for half of the day at their private schools, and then be bussed to the public schools for the remain-

der of the day’s instruction in a special track. Another suggestion would have public school teachers brought

into the Jewish schools to provide secular instruction during the second half of the day.

While the proposals were conceived as a progressive design for money-saving use of available resources, it

struck some people as a regressive, precipitous plunge into the quagmire of Jewish education along the lines

of the afternoon Talmud Torah schools in the early-and mid-20th century. But a desperate need for creative

action does exist.

* quoted in the Forward, July 29, ’05.

Rabbi Aryeh Zev Ginzberg
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Solution to “ColleCtive tearS” – 
reaSSeSSing SCholarShip Criteria

To the Editor:
As the president of a girls’ high school 

in the Greater New York metropolitan 
area, I read with great interest Rabbi 
Aryeh Zev Ginzberg’s article, “Collective 
Tears” (Elul/Sept. ’05). I agree with 
Rabbi Ginzberg that the very high cost 
of yeshiva tuition is a most serious 
problem for our community. Having 
been involved in the review of hundreds 
of applications for financial assistance, 
I can attest to the great financial strain 
placed on our families by yeshivos and 
Bais Yaakovs, schools that are striving 
to provide the high level of chinuch and 
education demanded by their parent 
body. Rabbi Ginzberg’s solutions to 
the problem, however, somehow miss 
the mark.

After raising our attention to the 
“desperate need for creative action,” 
Rabbi Ginzberg offers two proposals to 
alleviate the situation. The first, reten-
tion of professional money managers for 
yeshivos, presupposes the incompetence 

of our administrative staff, and of the 
volunteers who unselfishly give of their 
time and money to keep the schools 
open. There are no “butchers, bakers, or 
candlestick makers” on the board of my 
school, although I would welcome hon-
est and talented board members of any 
profession or trade. Our board consists 
of sincere and dedicated professionals, 
businessmen and mechanchim, all of 
whom care deeply for the school, and 
assist in a variety of ways, financial and 
otherwise, to the extent of their abilities. 
Our administration is professional and 
carefully monitors all income and expen-
ditures. Yet, unfortunately, tuition contin-
ues to increase as expenses (particularly 
teachers’ salaries) rise, even without the 
added expense of the professional money 
manager proposed by Rabbi Ginzberg. 
Our experience mirrors most of the 
yeshivos with which I am familiar, and 
it is unfair to use these hardworking staff 
members and generous ba’alei battim as 
a scapegoat for the tuition crisis.

Rabbi Ginzberg’s second sugges-
tion is to encourage wealthy donors 
to allocate contributions to the sup-

port of yeshivos. This is an admirable 
– if self-evident – goal, which yeshiva 
administrators and fund raisers have 
long attempted to achieve with varying 
degrees of success. 

Unfortunately, Rabbi Ginzberg over-
looks the most important factor in the 
equation – maximizing the tuition 
dollars paid by the parents themselves. 
I believe that a significant contribut-
ing factor to the high cost of yeshiva 
tuition is the fact that too many parents 
(“klei kodesh”/clergy among them) who 
should be paying full tuition or perhaps 
even more than full tuition, willfully 
understate their income, or conceal 
significant sources of income, assets, 
or other occupations on applications 
for financial assistance. 

Similarly, too many families fail to 
properly and honestly prioritize their 
expenses. The family that has the where-
withal to commission the writing of a 
new Sefer Torah, or to sponsor a scholar 
in residence in their shul, has no busi-
ness applying for a tuition scholarship. 
Time and time again, we see families 
who have received financial assistance 
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for high school tuition, somehow, after 
graduation, “find” the money to send 
their daughters to seminary in Eretz 
Yisroel (at more than double the cost 
of high school tuition for one year). 
Effectively, the other families who are 
paying full tuition are subsidizing the 
year in seminary for these girls. And 
where the grandparents pay for the 
year in Israel, they should likewise 
have subsidized the four years of high 
school when their granddaughter was 
receiving a scholarship. The need to 
place yeshiva tuition as a high priority 
in a family’s budget was stressed by the 
Novominsker Rebbe a”jyls at a conven-
tion of Agudath Israel of America a few 
years ago.

Pointing the finger at boards of direc-
tors and the administrations of yeshivos 
and Bais Yaakovs may be convenient, but 
the real solution to the tuition problem 
rests with our parents and our commu-
nity. Rabbi Ginzberg’s article provides 
a pretext for parents who are unwill-
ing to shoulder the burden of tuition. 
Our efforts would be better directed at 
encouraging – even demanding – that 
parents look within and do their true 
fair share to alleviate this crisis.

A Fiscally Responsible  
Bais Yaakov President

 rabbi ginzberg reSpondS

At times, when asked to respond to a 
letter to the editor regarding one of my 
articles, I need to read and reread my 
original piece and try to determine how 
someone could have so misunderstood 
my original thoughts. The above letter 
is just such an occasion.

How could anyone have read any 
disrespect towards the wonderfully dedi-
cated and committed ba’alei battim who 
make up the boards of directors of 
our yeshivos and Bais Yaakovs? They 
are the pillars of our community, and 
“Hakadosh Baruch Hu yitein secharam.” I 
myself am privileged to sit on the board 
of directors of three yeshivos and surely 
did not engage in faulting myself.

What I did suggest, though, was that, 
as in any business, there are experts in a 
particular field who can provide fiscal 

direction better than the most dedicated 
group of ba’alei battim. Case in point: I 
was zocheh to be the shadchan between 
a seasoned veteran yeshiva administra-
tor who led his field for over 30 years 
with a large established yeshiva that was 
staggering under its debt. He stepped 
in as part volunteer, part consultant, 
and reviewed carefully the yeshiva’s 
income and expenses for the previous 
two years. With innovative purchasing 
(such as bulk purchases) and by tapping 
into available government educational 
funding, as well as grants provided by 
national educational foundations, the 
yeshiva’s annual budget was reduced 
in less than 10 months by close to 30 
percent.

Another scenario that I am familiar 
with is a yeshiva that was struggling 
with huge mortgage payments and was 
being subject to ever increasing fines 
and penalties. A meeting was arranged 
with a very well-connected and creative 
mortgage broker, who happens to be a 
non-Jew from Nashville, Tennessee, and 
he was able to completely restructure the 
yeshiva’s debt to a more equitable and 
manageable one – something that a large 
group of intelligent, dedicated and com-
mitted ba’alei battim could not do.

Again I ask, incredulously, what is 
wrong with that suggestion?

Secondly, the suggestion to create 
a super fund for salaries for rabbei’im 
and moros was brushed aside with the 
claim of “been there, done that.” I beg to 
differ. While communities and federa-
tions have created such initiatives, they 
have been for the complete support for 
all yeshiva expenses. In addition, the 
tax to fund these projects was levied 
upon everyone, rich and poor alike. To 
me, this is in the category of “tafasta 
meruba lo tafasta” (attempting to grasp 
too much will not work).

What I was referring to was some-
thing that the late, unforgettable Torah 
leader, Rabbi Moshe Sherer l”xz, once 
shared with me. He had heard from 
Rav Shach l”xz more than twenty years 
ago of the need to create a super fund 
for yeshivos. Rav Shach felt that that 
was what was needed, but the broad 
community was not yet ready for such 

a challenge.
Maybe we’re still not. But Baruch 

Hashem, we’ve seen how a small group 
of philanthropists has generated mil-
lions of dollars for a special tzeddaka 
fund for impoverished families in Eretz 
Yisroel, and has been very successful. 
There are Baruch Hashem millions 
of dollars being produced by a hand-
ful of dedicated askanim for Russian 
schools in Eretz Yisroel. Why not the 
same here?

And finally, the writer lays the blame 
at the feet of the parents who, in his 
words, use all means and methods to 
avoid paying their portion of the tuition. 
If parents would do their part, then we 
would have no problem. That is not only 
naïve, it is troublesome.

While it’s true that every effort must 
be made to balance the budget with as 
much generated income as possible, 
the “line in the sand” is often crossed 
over by the school board administra-
tion. Pressure is permitted; abuse and 
embarrassment is not. To draw the line 
between being responsible and diligent 
and prying into people’s personal lives 
is very difficult. While a W-2 form may 
reveal some extra income, who knows 
what burdens come along with it!

An adam gadol was once approached 
by one of his students who had been 
asked to be on a tuition committee. 
His student asked him for the formula 
to use for his newfound responsibility. 
The adam gadol  reached into his sefarim 
shelves, pulled out a sefer Chofetz Chaim, 
and said, “Here’s the formula.”

Is it acceptable to pull children out of 
a classroom to sit in the hallway in view 
of the whole class because of a parent’s 
delinquent tuition payments? Is refusing 
to post a student’s final grades along with 
everyone else’s because of late tuition 
payments acceptable, or is it “middas 
Sedom”? The answers to these questions 
should be supplied by gedolei Torah. One 
can not rely on the policies of well-mean-
ing ba’alei battim, however determined 
to balance the books they are.

A few years ago, a very frustrated parent 
of a student in a school in Queens, who is 
a devoted rebbi and mechaneich in another 
yeshiva in the same community, was brutal-

...Authors  
 Respond
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ized by a session with the tuition committee. 
In denying his request for a tuition break, he 
was told, “You have a 21-year-old son learn-
ing in a yeshiva gedola. Let him go to work 
and help pay his sibling’s tuition.” When 
someone shared this encounter with the late 
Rosh Hayeshiva, Rabbi Avrohom Pam l”xz, 
he gave a krechts (heaved a sigh) and said, 
“Such a mossad will never have hatzlacha.”

Maintaining a budget for any yeshiva 
and dealing with tuition responsibilities 
of parents (the sincere and insincere 
ones) is an impossible job that no one 
wants, but someone has to do it. Those 
that choose to do so will no doubt 
receive their due reward from Hakadosh 
Baruch Hu, but only if the job is done 
with firmness, yet sensitivity; with din, 
yet chessed; with responsibility towards 
the school in conjunction with compas-
sion for the individual.

Without it, the late Rosh Yeshiva of 
Mesivta Torah Vodaas assured us, that 
institution will not have hatzlacha.

Rabbi Aryeh Zev Ginzberg

diSengagement from gaza:  
no baSiS for “divine frown”

To the Editor:
Rabbi Boruch Leff ’s article on 

the Gaza withdrawal (JO, Sept. ’05) 
contains both factual and, I believe, 
theoretical errors.

Rabbi Leff states that halachic 
opinion is unanimous in consider-
ing Gaza as part of Eretz Yisroel. 
This is untrue. Teshuvos Maharit (1,47) 
states unequivocally that Gaza is in Chutz 
La’aretz, and therefore, one cannot force 
his wife to move there. Furthermore, 
the Maharit states that it had been an 
accepted practice for generations by the 
residents of Yerushalayim to buy their 
Shmitta produce from Gaza, and they did 
not consider it to be part of Eretz Yisroel. 
Teshuvos Radbaz expresses uncertainty 
regarding Gaza’s status with respect to 
kedushas Eretz Yisroel today.

Rabbi Leff states in a footnote that 
there is some disagreement as to whether 
Ezra and the olei Bavel conquered Gaza. 
Yet, this is hardly a footnote. This is essen-
tial to the status of Gaza today. Kedusha 
rishona (the earlier sanctification of the 

Land) was and is batul (void). If Gaza is or 
is not to be considered part of Eretz Yisroel 
depends entirely on Ezra’s conquest.

Rabbi Leff then builds on a theory 
first espoused by Rabbi Klugman in the 
JO at the onset of the Oslo process. This 
theory is based on the Brisker Rav’s state-
ment of Divine smile and seeks to infer 
that withdrawing from land is a Divine 
frown. This is simply absurd. Does the 
Ribbono shel Olam really care if an Israeli 
or Palestinian flag flies on the streets of 
Ramallah and Tulkarm? Are we supposed 
to believe that lording over millions 

of Arabs in towns 

where no Jews 
dwell (even under Israeli occupation) 
is the Divine will of G-d? How can one 
defend the logic of 8,000 settlers living 
amongst 1.3 million Arabs needing a 
battalion of 15,000 soldiers to protect 
them in an area not contiguous to Israel 
proper? Is a sensible disengagement to be 
considered a Divine frown?

In closing, the Gaza withdrawal can-
not rationally be considered a Divine 
frown. It is ridiculous to believe that mil-
lions of Arabs will accept the dominion 
of the Israeli government and agree to 
live as second-class citizens without the 
right to vote (if they could vote, Israel 
would disappear at the ballot box) for-

ever. Disengagement with walls and bar-
riers in the West Bank and Gaza probably 
makes the most sense.

Avrohom AAron EliAs

Miami Beach, FL

rabbi leff reSpondS:

I thank Rabbi Elias for his letter and 
welcome the opportunity to clarify the 
points he raises.

Never did I claim that halachic opinion 
is unanimous in considering Gaza as part 
of Eretz Yisroel. What I actually wrote, 
based on the numerous sources cited in 
the article, was that the Torah is unequivo-

cal regarding Gaza’s position as 
within the boundaries of Eretz 
Yisroel… and yes, in a footnote 
it’s said that there are poskim 
who disagree concerning the 
obligation to fulfill the agricul-
tural mitzvos in Gaza nowadays. 
But their opinion is based on the 
technical point of whether, when 
Ezra Hasofeir returned to Eretz 
Yisroel to build the Second Bayis, 
he reconsecrated Gaza. Everyone 
agrees, though, that Gaza is part 
of the Eretz Yisroel described in 
Tanach. The poskim I was referring 
to included the Maharit and Radbaz 
that Rabbi Elias mentions.

I stand by these sentences. While 
there is disagreement regarding Gaza’s 
kedushas ha’aretz nowadays, there is 
no disagreement concerning Gaza’s 
position vis-à-vis the boundaries of 
the land called Eretz Yisroel in Tanach. 
Ezra Hasofeir did not come (nor could 
he) to redefine the Torah’s clear defini-
tion of Eretz Yisroel. His reconsecration 
related solely to the kedushas ha’aretz as 
it translates into all halachos and mitz-
vos ha’teluyos ba’aretz pre-yemos haM-
oshiach.

Rabbi Elias’s second point seems to 
argue in favor of the disengagement 
plan itself. I have no qualms with his 
opinion. There were two sides to the 
very complicated issue. But the point of 
my article was to state that if Jews are 
giving parts of Eretz Yisroel to Arabs, 
we must mourn the event. Perhaps, as 
Rabbi Elias opines, the Gaza plan was 
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the prudent choice. But we still mourn 
the fact that the Hashgachas Hashem 
brought about the necessity to give the 
land away.

Yes, Hashem does care if an Israeli 
or Palestinian flag flies over parts of 
Eretz Yisroel. That’s what Rabbi Eliyahu, 
the Brisker Rav, Rabbi Shraga Feivel 
Mendlowitz, Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetzky, 
and Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe maintained, 
as the article cited. The Ribbono shel 
Olam may engineer events making it 
unwise for Jews to hold on to parts of 
Eretz Yisroel, perhaps, but that does not 
remove the pain, and Divine frown He 
exhibits when doing so.

Boruch lEff

when generalizing iS  
“groSSly unfair”

To the Editor:
In his September article, “Taking 

Leave of Gaza,” Rabbi Yonoson 
Rosenblum refers to two members of 
the national religious community. One 

was a soldier who killed four Israeli 
Arabs, and the other was a settler who 
slew four Palestinian workers. He states, 
“It would be grossly unfair to tar the 
entire national religious world with their 
actions.” He then goes on to say, “At the 
same time, the religious community 
cannot completely wash its hands of 
them....[The soldier] killed with a yar-
mulke on his head.” Rabbi Rosenblum 
is using guilt by association to cast 
aspersions upon the national religious 
world, and it is not worthy of him. If a 
deranged Chareidi had done this, would 
he say that we must bear some of the 
responsibility? I think not. Any group 
will have some members that aren’t 
representative of that group. If Rabbi 
Rosenblum had wanted to convey that 
the national religious culture encourages 
a mindset that can lead to such extreme 
behavior on the part of an imbalanced 
person, he might have had a point. But 
that’s not what he wrote.

BEnjAmin hAusmAn

Jerusalem 

rabbi roSenblum  
reSpondS:

Mr. Hausman and I agree that the 
events I described neither define the 
national religious community nor 
were condoned by the vast majority 
of national religious Jews or settlers, 
as I made clear in the passage quoted. 
My principal point concerned the 
psychological impact the murder 
of eight Arabs (four of them Israeli 
citizens) would have on the Chareidi 
world’s long-time wariness of the 
settler community. Mr. Hausman 
does not respond to this point. 

In fact, I do believe that every 
community must address the ques-
tion of why certain types of aberrant 
behavior recur among those com-
monly identified with that commu-
nity, even when that behavior is at 
variance with the express norms of 
that community. I have many times 
addressed this challenge to my own 
world, as well.
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No Longer Isolated  
and Secure

They say: “The apple does not fall 
far from the tree.” Experience 
forces us to add a sad corollary: 

“Bameh devarim amurim, beruach met-
zuya – Under what circumstances is this 
so? When winds are normal and usual.” 
Then the weight of the apple propels it 
downward, close to the tree. The wind 
has little effect to pull it off course.

However, beruach she’eina metzuya, 
when there are storms and hurricanes, 
floods and earthquakes, we need indeed 
to watch over that “apple of our eye” 
– our child – to help him/her stay the 
course, close to the tree, and for him/her 
to follow our way.

Our derech (path in life) can no lon-
ger be taken for granted, for our tender 
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and impressionable children see, hear 
and are assaulted by temptations and 
promises of “joy” that the modern world 
flaunts before them. Without shame, 
they beckon – Forget growing intel-
lectually, spiritually and socially. Forget 
about your conscience or rudimentary 
human decency. Come and join us. “Let 
go.” There need not be any inhibitions 
about morality or “meaning of life,” just 
fun and games. Nor is it necessary to 
learn how to postpone gratification or 
displace gratification: to mature, and 
then have it all – and more – the good 
life, the Torah life.1 

We no longer live in ghettos or in 
isolation, nor can we insulate ourselves 
and our children. Forbidding them to 
see and to hear is not only logistically 
impossible, it also whets the appetite. 
“Forbidden fruit is sweet.” What does 
one do to fend off the dread, the 
nightmare of having a child “go off the 
derech,” chas veshalom?

Fortunately, we have two major 
advantages of which we must be aware, 
and which we must constantly hone in 
order for them to play a crucial role in 
our children’s lives.

To begin with, we must cherish and 
safeguard the precious gift the Ribbono 

1  See Chullin 109b: “Kol de’osar lanu…. All 
that the Torah has forbidden is permissible in 
other forms.”

shel Olam built into human nature,2 
namely, “loving” and “relating.” 

It begins with the indescribable joy 
the parent experiences when the child 
is born – and that the infant feels as 
he is held tenderly and lovingly by the 
parents. That relationship is the glue 
that bonds, that becomes all important. 
It makes the child want to imitate the 
parent, think, feel and do as the par-
ent does, and become (like) the parent 
– a process we call “identification.” And 
even if, chas veshalom, the child wanders 
off the derech, that relationship is likely 
to be the only available magic bullet 
– the lifeline that may bring him back.

The Road to Happiness 
– From Nothing to 
Something

I opened the door to the waiting 
room to usher in the regularly-sched-
uled 3:30 appointment. I stopped and 
looked. What have we here? A mother 
and her son. Yes, of course. However, the 
heretofore tired-looking woman with a 
long, sad face had changed. There was 
a kind of radiance emanating from her, 
an apparent feeling of joy, of satisfaction 

2  See Ramban, Bereishis 2:18. See also ch. 33 in 
the author’s book, Being and Becoming, Mesorah 
Publications, 2000.
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– a truly pleasant demeanor. And the boy 
– not his usual fidgety self with the “let’s-
get-out-of-here” look. But smiling and 
looking comfortable – relaxed.

What was the problem? Why had they 
originally come for help? Basically, it was a 
home in turmoil – stress, conflict, yelling 
and blaming – revolving mostly around 
the boy’s schooling and homework.

(No, I will not take this opportunity to 
bash homework as it is practiced nowadays. 
I have done this elsewhere,3 and exposed 
it as a crime against peaceful and loving 
3  See Ch. 8 in Being and Becoming, ibid.

It feels better just to talk about it. That’s
why we’re here. Our staff is made up of

caring and sensitive individuals. Together,
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parent-child relationships. Let us focus 
rather on something more fundamental. 
Namely, on general stress, on emotional 
misery, and on missed opportunities of 
experiencing contentment and joy, and 
growing and learning in consonance with 
the design of our Creator – the Ribbono 
shel Olam.)

Back to our mother and her son: What 
had occurred? What had sweetened their 
sour dispositions? They had sat down last 
night as usual to the task (or the battle) 
called “Homework.” As usual, the school 
bag was a mess. Papers all over, the loose-

leaf binder without pages, and the books 
in disarray.

Somehow, fortuitously – and to the 
believer, it was the Hand of Hashem 
– instead of buckling down to the task at 
hand, the Homework, with the attendant 
conflict and ill feelings, they found a box 
of reinforcements. And they proceeded 
to moisten them and attach them to 
the pages that had been torn out of the 
loose-leaf binder. That done, they jointly 
organized the book bag. That done, it was 
time for bed – “NO Homework.” Now, 
then, what was the happiness all about, 
when “nothing” was done? It must be 
that “Nothing” was indeed “Something.” 
It was obviously an experience in relating 
– pure and simple. Not the parent fix-
ing, teaching, telling (and yelling). None 
of that. But two people bonded by love 
– parent and child… relating… spending 
time together.

The Connection Between 
Learning and Relating

Like every truism that exists, Chazal 
have duly noted this essential relation-
ship between learning and relating. Thus, 
a student who is sentenced to go into 
exile must be joined by his rebbi.4 Why 
his rebbi? Because if one has a rebbi 
who succeeded in teaching him, it was 
because of this essential facilitator – the 
“relationship.” Furthermore, man never 
stops learning, formally or incidentally. 
We learn formally to use the ever-chang-
ing technological devices, and we learn 
incidentally to watch out for packages left 
in the subway. How much moreso is this 
for the Torah Yid. 

Needless to say, learning Torah is much 
more than subject matter. Learning is 
learning to love learning, to love the Torah 
way of life, to become spiritual, to connect 
and relate with the Ribbono shel Olam and 
with other fellow travelers on the Torah 
derech… and, of course, with mankind 
as a whole. It is learning a value system, 
manners, morals, what is meaningful in 
life, what to do and how to do it, how to 
think, how to feel, and much more. To 
relate to all of this, one must have a rebbi 
4  See Talmud Makkos 10a.
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who relates to him.5 So it is his rebbi who 
must be with him in exile.

Parents, of course, also teach – perhaps 
less formally, but far, far more incidentally. 
Moreover, their impact is far-reaching, 
and becomes ingrained in the child. In 
part, this is because what a child learns 
from parents takes place before he is 
fully developed. Thus, he does not and 
cannot question the “all-knowing” par-
ent. Additionally, because parents are the 
only ones upon whom he can depend, 
they become all-important, and all future 
learning is accepted, rejected or modified 
because of the early learning. 

Teachers can be replaced – parents 
cannot. Early life shapes us.

When the relationship is positive, it 
becomes the grand facilitator to help the 
child become like the parent. When it is 
negative, it triggers a search for alterna-
tives, and all too frequently, an opposite 
way of life.

Quantity and Quality in 
Teaching

How to teach? To begin with, one 
needs time, a great deal of it.

Then there is quality of time. Endless 
patience and tolerance. And an “ear” 
tuned exclusively to the child/learner. 
Not at all times, for that is impossible. 
But, the child says: “When you are with 
me to the exclusion of all distractions, 
when you ‘hear’ me, then I want to ‘hear’ 
you.” Chazal tell of such a relationship 
between a rebbi and his talmid. And so it 
must be for the parent and the child.

Rabbi Preida would learn with 
a particular student, and repeat his 
lesson four hundred times until 
he would grasp it. One day, Rabbi 
Preida was summoned to leave and 
attend to an important mitzvah. 
Before leaving, he taught his stu-
dent his usual four hundred times 
– yet the student failed to grasp the 
material.

“Why?” Rabbi Preida asked.
The student said: “From the 

5  Notice when the rebbi/parent and talmid/child 
bond, how they dress alike, think, feel and do 
– and even shokkel (sway) – alike.

moment I knew you were leaving, 
my attention was averted.”

(Eiruvin 54b)
Needless to say, the parent/teacher 

is not an animated textbook. He is the 
great facilitator, where learning takes 

place on the highway of loving, relat-
ing, and mood. Thus, what one does, 
what one believes in, and what one 
wishes to learn is dictated at least 
as much by feelings and mood as by 
thought or cognition. Chazal tell us 
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that whatever was learned within that 
great climate of love and relationships 
remains desirable.� And even if tempo-
rarily lost by veering off the derech, the 
relationship remains the lifeline which 
he may grasp at a later time.

Then one must be alert to two 
vital messages that travel along with 
whatever the child learns. To begin 
with: “Is it important?” We borrow 
homiletically from the Baal Haggada: 
“‘Ve’es amaleinu,’ eilu habanim.” Our 
children copy and become that which 
is important to us, where extra effort 
is expended. If, defying rain and 
wind, one gets up early in the morn-
ing to go fishing – so will the child. 
If the parent does so in order to 
learn Torah – then so will the child. 
Whatever deserves our ameilus, our 
effort, becomes worthwhile to the 
child. Furthermore, if our derech is 
pleasant and joyous, then the child 
says: “That’s for me.” 

If it seems to be a chore, a burden, 
then, “Who needs it?” Again, we go 
to the Baal Haggada: “Rasha ma hu 
omeir? – What does the wicked son 
say?” This is a little boy! – How do we 
know that he is evil? Because he tells 
us what he sees. He says: “Ma ha’avoda 
– Why do you need all this hard work 
and slavery?” He obviously hears his 
mother and father complaining about 
the hard work and expense involved 
in making Pesach. So he says: “Who 
needs it?” Would he hear and see their 
joy in making Pesach, he would say 
“That’s for me.”

Deracheha darchei no’am. Torah is 
sweet and it must be experienced as 
such – for our sake and for that of 
our child.

The Balancing Act

There is a notion that children have 
a need to rebel. This is not so. Children 
do have a significant conflict. On the 
one hand, because of the relationship 
which is crucial to the child’s emotional 

�  See Shabbos 130a: “Kol mitzvah… Every 
mitzvah that was received with joy continues to 
be practiced with joy.” Conversely….

well-being, he/she wants to please the 
parent, act like the parent and become 
like the parent.

Concurrently, there is a (I believe 
G-d-given7) need “to be me.” To be my 
own person, to choose what I do, what 
I learn, what I eat, etc. I do not want to 
be a carbon copy of anyone. 

How does a child learn to balance 
these two apparently conflicting needs? 
A child needs help, to avoid neurotic 
conflict: to please and to relate to the 
parent by following his derech – and 
“To Be Me.”

We go back to the derech, the highway 
– the very best one, the interstate. There 
are many lanes, and there are shoulders 
and service roads. There are even rural 
side roads, taking longer to get there 
and occasionally wandering off. Yet 
they all go in the same direction. We 
show the child the general derech, but 
if we have chosen the fast lane, we may 
have to allow the child to drive in the 
slow lane – and then, when he chooses, 
he will try the fast lane. How many 
times do we hear of children who sud-
denly “wake up” and become learners? 
No, they were not sleeping. They were 
resisting the pressures from the adult 
world. When the adult world backed off 
in frustration, and he was on his own, 
he took off. Or, a rabbi appeared on the 
scene who cared and related – and thus 
ignited the desire to learn because of the 
relationship, the bonding.

Then there are children who need 
to stay on the slow lane. And need to 
be encouraged to do so. Or, even to try 
the side roads. Not every child has 
the very same general mental ability 
toward which yeshiva learning is geared. 
Not every child who does have a good 
general mental ability has the specific 
ability for verbal abstractions necessary 
to manipulate the lomdus, the type of 
learning required for in-depth Gemara 
study. Nor does every child have the 
emotional stamina to sit and to concen-
trate, and not every child has the ability 
to maintain the drive to compete, to do 
better, and “become the best.”

7  See Tosefta Pinchas 10, “Kesheim she’ein partzu-
feihem… Just as each individual’s facial features 
differ, so do his attitudes and opinions. 



25

T h e  J e w i s h  O b s e r v e r

The Dual Message

I hesitantly share with our readers 
an observation that I have gained from 
experience. Our society, which I will 
leave to the reader to define, generally is 
competitive, an achieving-centered one 
– be it in learning and doing mitzvos, or, 
lehavdil, accumulating money, power or 
socio-economic status. Simultaneously, 
it all too frequently produces moods 
and feelings in varying degrees that we 
may label as normal-neurotic-anxious-
depressive. Why is this so? I believe that 
there seems to be a general, dual message 
passed on from parent to child, which 
says: “You can do it – but you are never 
good enough. You can do better.” Result: 
tension, anxiety.

Try harder – and then try again…. 
Result: “I am never good enough.”

To be sure, we should strive. But the 
ideal self must not be out of reach. To 
stretch toward it, for sure; but it cannot 
be out of sight. We must always remem-
ber the “highway.” Not so very long ago, 
there were metzuyanim, outstanding 
learners, and lamdim, accomplished 
learners; but there were also Mishnayos 
Yidden, Ein Yaakov Yidden, and Tehillim 
Yidden… individuals serving Hashem 
and living a good Torah life. What has 
happened? Why have these types of 
Torah Yidden vanished?8

While we are traveling, there are rest 
areas: We stop, we rest, we refresh, we 
relax – and we live. Does not the Ribbono 
shel Olam want us to live, to relate, to 
ever more strengthen the bond between 
husband and wife, parent and child, 
man and his fellowman? Should there 
be time for husband and wife to bond 
by doing the dishes jointly? Are there 
times that men should practice Torah 
by holding the infant, bathing, feeding 
and diapering it? Or playing together, or 
building the sukka, or painting a room 
– and learning jointly – Torah, and all 
about life? Not teaching, but sharing and 
bonding. Is this bittul Torah, a waste? 
Not at all. It is the facilitator, the glue 
that holds it all together. 

8  “Echad hamarbeh ve’echad hamamit… it is not 
only the amount of learning – but the heart, the 
intentions that count” (Berachos �b).
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A common item in emotional 
ill-health is a lack of self-esteem, 
and giving up, or dropping out. 
Self-esteem is feeling good about 
oneself. People apparently ponder: 
“I like myself because… I am smart, 
handsome, beautiful, rich, competent, 
learned….” And it works… until they 
discover that someone else is smarter, 
handsomer or richer, and so forth.9 
9  Note how “stars” in industry and in the arts fall 
apart when their careers come to an end.
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Then depression sets in. 
This is self-esteem that is conditional 

– ahava she’teluya vedavar.10 True self-
esteem is the realization that one has 
the very unique ability as a human to 
be relational. The parent or teacher 
who relates to the child implants in him 
the feeling that this human organism, 
by its very being – not by his doing or 
performing – kindles in others feel-
ings of warmth, love, joy – a true elixir 
produced by the Ribbono shel Olam as 
He implanted it in human nature: “Lo 
tov heyos ha’adam levado. It is not good 
for man to be alone.” 11 To relate lov-
ingly encounters no competition, only 
arms of welcome. It is the only activity 
in life one cannot do alone. Like elec-
tricity, where wires are dormant until 
they are connected, so, too, one needs 
another person to “light up.” Educators, 
therapists – and parents – hear it all 
the time:

“I resisted the temptation because 
you, the mentor, care and relate.” With 
great trepidation, one may suggest that 
it is part of the task of becoming like 
Hashem,12 Who always relates to each and 
every one through Hashgacha prattis.

We wrap up this essay with a Torah 
thought. Chazal tell us:13 

Tanya Rabbi Meir omeir. In refer-
ring to Moshe Rabbeinu’s birth. Rabbi 
Meir says his name was Tov, the good 
one. Then there are other opinions. 
The last one is from Acheirim, who 
says: “Besha’a shenolad… When 
Moshe Rabbeinu was born, the room 
became filled with light.”
 It is known that Acheirim is another 

name for Rabbi Meir. Thus, Rabbi Meir 
really tells us two things. He tells us 
most succinctly the secret of successful 
child-rearing, of relating, loving and 
bonding, as well as how to keep the 
child on the derech.

We begin by expressing the genuine 
feeling: It is a pleasure to have you; you 
10  See Avos 5:19 “Kol ahava… All love that is 
contingent upon something, when the cause is 
gone, so is the love.”
11  See footnote 2.
12 See Shabbos 133b: “Just as He is merciful 
and gracious, so should you be merciful and 
gracious.”
13 See Shemos Rabba I.

light up the house. You are a pleasure to 
be with, to relate to; you ignite within 
all who see you genuine pleasure – you 
are relational, you are wanted and 
needed.

And then, to retain this essential 
bond, we label him: Tov, you are good 
– regardless.14 Then you will always 
want to do good. And if you choose, 
chas vesahalom, to stray, you will return 
to live up to this label of “good,” and to 
continue to light up our lives.

A Word of Caution

In closing, a word of caution is in 
order. If, besiyata diShemaya (with 
G-d’s help), the prescription works, 

and the child is on the derech, then the 
parent/teacher must not unduly take 
credit. To do so would signal to the 
child that, after all, he is not becoming 
“me” – his true self – but working for 
the parent, to become a carbon copy of 
him. By contrast, crediting the child cre-
ates good feelings within the child, and 
becomes a most powerful reinforcer for 
him to continue on this derech.

Conversely, if, in spite of everyone’s 
efforts, the forces of darkness prevail, 
and, chas ve’shalom, the child is off the 
derech – then the parent/teacher must 
avoid recriminations at all costs, blaming 
or criticizing neither oneself, nor others – 
and certainly not the child. With the best 
of intentions, there are no guarantees. 
Nor would it help to physically restrain 
the child, or to invoke sanctions. It would 
create ever more anger, bitterness, and 
conflict – and thus unravel completely the 
bond that existed until now. Patience, and 
siyata diShemaya, are in order. Outsiders 
– those whom the child can respect, 
but have no personal vested interest 
in his behavior – have a better chance. 
Far too many times, the child’s conflict 
with the Ribbono shel Olam is really a 
displacement issue with authority – the 
parent/teacher or society as a whole. The 
message must always be: We value you, 
because you are “Tov.”             d

14 See Bava Metzia 85a, which describes how 
an errant son returned to the derech after being 
labeled as Rabbe, or scholar.
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A Special Seat Was 
Waiting 

I have always been reluctant to make 
this story public, probably because 
of its ending. But I believe that the 

time has come. 
There I was, boarding a Tower Air 

(remember them?) flight home from Tel 
Aviv to JFK. The year was 1998 and the 
time was 12:30 on a Friday morning. I 
was carrying one carry-on too many and 
was trying a little too hard not to make 
eye contact with the flight attendant. 
Naturally, my scheme had the opposite 
effect and he said something in Hebrew 
that sounded like I was being arrested.

I stashed my duty-free bag into 
another odd-shaped container I was lug-
ging and proceeded to my seat. Someone 
else was sitting in it. We compared 
boarding passes – duplicates. Standing 
in the bulk-head, awaiting my new seat 
assignment, I watched the frenzied pas-
sengers boarding. I generously offered to 
sit in first class if no other coach space 
was available. They were not amused.

After being displaced from yet anoth-
er potential seat, I began to contem-
plate that perhaps G-d was somehow 
attempting to say something here. There 
seemed to be a very special seat waiting 
for me on this plane and we were not 
going to take off until I was correctly 
placed.

He was tall and dark and about 27 
years old. He was in 17A. I was in 17B. 
We took off. 

Let me clear the record. I am not a 
raving missionary, evangelist, or noodge. 
When I fly, more often than not, I am 
borderline antisocial. I sleep. I read. I 
write. I drink my Diet Pepsi with too 
much ice and I do not spill.

That night, things were different. 
He was reading a sports magazine and 
looked only mildly annoyed that the 
seat beside him was not going to remain 
unoccupied. I smiled sheepishly. The 
first hour of the 10-hour flight passed 
without words. 

I no longer recall how the conversa-
tion began, but it wasn’t awkward. His 
name was Roni, he lived in Jerusalem, 
and attended Pharmacy School in 
Hebrew University. After a minute or 
two, I breathed deeply and bravely 
inquired about the nature of his trip 

to New York.
“You’ll laugh when I tell you,” he said 

with a moderate Israeli accent.
“Great. I love to laugh.”
“Okay. You see, I’m a really big fan 

of professional basketball and I follow 
many of the U.S. teams in the N.B.A. 
(National Basketball Association). A few 
weeks ago, Michael Jordan…eh…you 
do know who…

“Yes, of course – His Airness – Michael 
Jordan – greatest basketball player who 
ever laced a pair of Nikes.”

“Yes…so Jordan announced his 
retirement at the end of this season, 
and I decided that I had to see him play 
once, in person, before it was too late.” 
So, I have a friend in Philadelphia, and 
we are going on Tuesday night to see 
him play.”

He was wrong. I didn’t laugh. I found 
it rather…quaint, shall we say, or maybe 
curious.

Hitting it Off

Out of Mr. Jordan, there ensued 
a rather friendly, if not absorb-
ing, conversation between us. 

Roni and I talked sports and travel 
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and family and Jewish geography and 
Israeli politics. In short, we talked about 
everything except…religion. I guess you 
could say we were “hitting it off.”

There were about two hours left to 
the interminable trip and my curios-
ity got the best of me. I swallowed 
hard and rammed the words through 
my larynx.

“So, did you have any religious 
education growing up?”

I waited for the plane to rumble or 
his little tray table to crack. Neither 
happened.

“None,” he said almost sadly. “Not 
long ago, I asked my father why he 
had not exposed me to any religious 
studies. He said because when he grew 
up he was forced to attend classes of 
religious instruction. He thought that 
was wrong and would not subject me 
to the same coercive tactics.”

“And what did you answer him?”
“I told him that by denying me the 

choice, he had actually done the exact 
same thing to me that his parents had 
done to him.”

He was sharp, no question about it. 
And his answer gave me an opening to 
take our conversation a bit further. 

“So, it sounds like you feel a bit 
deprived – like you missed out on 
something.”

“Naw…not really,” he countered. “I 
don’t have much interest, anyway.”

Well, I thought, so much for 
that. 

I consider it a privilege, more than 
a duty, to share some of the fulfill-
ment I experience from my religion 
with those who never had the oppor-
tunity. But Roni’s curtains seemed 
kind of drawn. I withdrew.

A half an hour later, Roni turned 
to me.

“Do you know how long it takes to 
get to the Port Authority bus station 
from JFK airport?”

“About 45 minutes by bus,” I 
responded. “Are you taking a bus to 
Philadelphia?”

“Actually, no. I’m going to a friend 
in Montreal for the weekend and 
then to Philly for the big game on 
Tuesday.”

One Question… No 
Answer

There was less than an hour left to 
landing. For some odd reason, I decided 
to go for one more try.

“Roni,” I stammered, “I hope you 
won’t think this is strange, but I’d like 
to ask you a question, but I don’t really 
want an answer.”

“Selicha?” (pardon me) he replied…
puzzled. “You don’t want me to answer 
your question?”

“Well, not just yet. I want to ask you 
something, but I’d prefer if you waited 
a full five minutes before you answered 
me.”

“Okay. Shoot.”
(I guess he was comfortable using 

basketball terminology.)
“How about…instead of going to 

Montreal, I know it sounds strange, 
you come to my house in Brooklyn and 
spend Shabbat with my family and me. 
I’ve got nice private accommodations 
for you, incredible food, and adorable 
kids. I even have a small basketball court 
in the back! Remember, think for five 
minutes before you answer.”

Roni did not seem fazed. He did 
laugh, though. He looked about �5% 
amused and 30% stupefied. (I leave the 
other 5% to you.) He even looked like 
he was thinking about it. We both just 
waited…quietly…not very comfort-

ably. Finally, after about 30 minutes, 5 
minutes had passed.

“Thanks for the invitation. It’s really 
very nice of you, but, as I said, my friend 
in Montreal is expecting me. Maybe 
some other time.”

I was not disappointed. I didn’t really 
expect him to change all his plans and 
come to a near-stranger for a religious 
experience. I was just happy that he 
didn’t make me feel like a half-wit for 
inviting him.

“Of course. I understand. I’m hon-
ored that you even gave it five minutes 
of thought.”

One Last Time

I closed my eyes for one last time 
on the flight. The disquieting, yet 
ever-welcome sound of the land-

ing wheels escaping from their womb 
stirred me from my slumber. My ears 
popped. In a few minutes we would be 
on the ground. It had been a long but 
pleasant flight. Soon I would reunite 
with my wife, my kids, and my own 
bed and pillow. And yet, a curious sense 
of urgency… maybe determination 
brewed inside me. I just didn’t want to 
say goodbye to Roni.

“Forgive me for being a pest, but 
when are you returning to Israel?”

“I’m actually going to be in the States 
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for about 11 days,” he said.
“Maybe you’d consider joining us for 

Shabbat NEXT week instead?”
I don’t think I sounded desperate. I 

could be wrong, though. Roni shifted 
in his seat.

“I don’t know,” he said, “but give 
me your phone number and if I can, 
I’ll call you.”

I knew what that meant, but I scrib-
bled my number on a napkin and 
handed it to him. We shook hands and 
parted.

Six hours later, I was reveling in the 

aforementioned bed and pillow reunion. 
I was right – it was nice. The buzz of the 
intercom awoke me. It was my wife.

“Phone call on line 1…some guy 
named Roni….”

I don’t recall having EVER jumped 
up so fast. This was no dream.

“Hello?”
“Hi! It’s Roni…you know, from the 

plane.”
“Yes, yes, yes…of course, of course…

from the plane, from the plane.”
I sounded like an idiot, I’m sure.
“Guess what,” he said. “You must 

have some connection upstairs. I’m 
at Port Authority, but all the buses to 
Montreal have been cancelled. It seems 
there is some kind of major ice storm 
there. I can’t even get a flight out. So, 
I guess I’m coming to you for Shabbat. 
How do I get there?”

Forty-five minutes later the doorbell 
rang and in walked Roni. I just couldn’t 
believe it. He actually came.

During Shabbat, we learned that 
despite the fact that he actually lived in 
Jerusalem proper, he had never – not 
even once – experienced Shabbat. We 
ate, we drank, we sang, we laughed; we 
prayed and we swapped stories. My kids 
found him totally charming and engag-
ing. There was nothing anticlimactic 
about it. I guess you could say we had 
a grand ole time.

The Non-PostScript

Here is the sad postscript. This 
story happened over seven 
years ago. From the moment 

he walked out my door that Saturday 
night, we have never heard from Roni 
again. I think I took his number, but I 
misplaced it. I am embarrassed to say 
that I don’t even remember his last name 
– it just didn’t seem important at the 
time. It just felt like we were beginning 
a friendship that would last forever, but 
it didn’t last at all…and I have no way 
of contacting him or even finding out 
who he was.

I’m a believer. And I believe that 
Roni may one day walk back into 
our lives. But meanwhile, I wait. And 
I ponder. How much did that one 
Shabbat mean to this elusive guest? 
What ever happened to Roni? Does he 
still remember us like we remember 
him? Why wasn’t I more responsible in 
securing his contact information? Does 
he ever wonder why we never tried to 
reach him? Did he lose my number, 
too? Did he ever keep Shabbat again?

Opportunities lost; beautiful memo-
ries tainted with anguish and guilt. Roni, 
Roni, if you’re out there…SHOOT us an 
email or a phone call. We’d love to hear 
from you.  d
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Cypora Kleinkaufman

No One’s Asleep in Waco

A few summers ago, my husband 
and I were part of a SEED 
program in Austin, Texas…. A 

woman named Chagit Hoffman par-
ticipated in a class, and begged us to 
come give a talk in her home in Waco, 
Texas. All I knew about Waco was that it 
was the city of David Koresh… a com-
pound… and the site of failed politics 
of Janet Reno….

Waco was a hick town. It made 
Monticello (in the Catskills) look like 
Fifth Avenue… (and Liberty cosmo-
politan).

I had never seen people before that 
evening like the people I met at Chagit’s 
house. There was Sally – with long, 
kinky, blond curls, who could have been 
cast as a barmaid in a play. Her husband, 
Brad… athletic… who looked like he 
tinkers with a Harley in his spare time. 
And their son, Chad – who had his 
hand in a cast and sling. I asked, “Chad, 
what happened?” He answered, “I tried 
to punch my brother – I missed and 

punched the wall instead!” I remember 
the sinking feeling – knowing that the 
intellectual talk I had prepared was at 
best… irrelevant.

What was I going to say to these 
people who had no connection at all 
to Judaism?

The Roots of Generosity

Officially, the group had gath-
ered for a Hadassah function… 
(with my husband [Reb Dovid] 

addressing the men and me talking to 
the women – as the stand-in entertainer 
– inspiration?).

I started speaking… exploring with 
them the reasons for – and roots of 
– the universal existence of Jewish 
philanthropy.

I had read up on the history of Texan 
Jewry, and unlike the gradual assimila-
tion on the Lower East Side, the Jews 
who entered Texas’s Galveston Port 
threw away their tefillin, and within a 
few years became land owners, finan-
cially successful, and buried all traces 
of Orthodoxy. 

But they were philanthropists. 
I always thought that Jewish philan-

thropy was due to being “compassionate, 
modest and bestowers of kindness,” or 
maybe was inspired by Isaiah’s call to 
Israel to be “a light unto the nations.”

I then introduced the general idea 
of spiritual genetics. Rachav saving the 
spies with a rope and, then Yirmeyahu 
(her offspring, 900 years down the pike) 
being saved with a rope.

I took them a step further and told 
how Yael became a heroine and saved the 
Jews by taking the murderous Midianite 
general, Sisra, into her home, in the 
merit of her ancestor Yisro’s taking 
Moshe into his home. 

Yisro sheltered a beloved person 
(Moshe) fleeing a murderous enemy 
(Pharaoh’s soldiers); his offspring (Yael) 
hosted an enemy fleeing a beloved 
(Barak) and will be accompanied by that 
mitzvah for all time to come.

I told a story of my father and a 
Sefer Torah… and an incident about 
my grandfather and a Sefer Torah… and 
then came back to Yael, and surmised 
that perhaps the reason for Jewish phi-
lanthropy and their own involvement 
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in helping needy Jews and other chari-
table causes is more than their being 
“compassionate, modest and bestow-
ers of kindness,” and more than being 
a light unto the nations. Perhaps it is 
also part of their spiritual genetics. And 
more… it’s a mitzvah that has been in 
their families. Who knows what acts of 
charity their great grandparents had 
performed?

And think of the legacy for their 
children….

Visibly Moved – Until…

The audience was visibly moved…. 
I remember thinking that if I 
were filming the moment, I 

would blur the focus on their faces… 
and zoom in on the faces that looked 
like Jewish faces for the first time.

I was even beginning to feel some-
what proud of myself, when from the 
back side corner of the room came a 
cold, hard, cynical voice with an Israeli 
accent…. “I think that was a terrible 
story.”

I felt myself landing… and sensed a 
quick shift in the mood of my previously 
spellbound (and loyal) audience.

“What story?”
“The story of Yael. I mean, she 

betrayed him. She invited Sisra into her 
home and fooled him!”

And I heard in her voice contempt 
for the religious community for not 
being scrupulous in their honesty. The 
audience became alien again with shrill 
“Sallys” saying “Yeah! Yeah!”

“Well,” I said, “I think if it were in 
the forties and I had the opportunity to 
have Eichmann in my home… I think 
I would do the same.”

(I used Eichmann because it seemed 
less sensational than… and hoped that 
in the moment of mental transposition 
my example would be heard.)

And Then the Voice, Again

The audience nodded in approv-
ing agreement. I had won round 
one.

And then again the voice… “That’s 
ridiculous! That’s just one side of the 
story. We don’t know how he felt or 
what he was like. It was a war and we 
just hear it from one side.”

In the voice, I heard a place and an 
attitude – the secular Israeli who hears 
the Palestinian cause.

“Well,” I said (luckily, Chagit had a 
Tanach in her home), “the next chapter 
in the Book of Judges describes his 
mother. [I read from the Book as Exhibit 
A.] She is distraught with maternal pain 
for her son whom she fears is late from 
war. Her pain is so genuine that from 
the one hundred cries that she sobs, 
we learn to emit one hundred sounds 
of the shofar…. After this authentic 
expression of concern, she comforts 
herself… ‘Behold they are finding and 
dividing loot…’ (fair enough for war). 
But this woman continues: ‘One, two 
women for each man.’ This woman 
comforts herself with the image of her 
dear little son brutalizing women. The 
jack-in-the-box pops up and out comes 
a monster…. That’s who she is and that’s 
who he is….

“And so,” I say again, “I think I would 
invite Eichmann into my home….”

The audience murmured, nodding 
in agreement.

I had won round two.

The voice persisted, “You only think 
that because in the post-modern era we 
care about women and their feelings, no 
one cared about women or their honor 
in that world, and Sisra was brutal to 
women. ”

“I want to read you from another 
passage,” I told her, and gave the back-
ground of Dina, and how she was violat-
ed by Shechem, and her honor revenged 
by her brothers, the sons of Jacob. “After 
that, the brothers are rebuked by their 
father… the patriarch… the prophet: 
‘You have ruined my standing, making 
me abhorrent to the local inhabitants.’

“They answer him. ‘Should he treat 
our sister like a loose woman?!’

“So you see,” I told her “in Biblical 
times, even among the nations, there was 
concern for the dignity of women.”

I had won. And even felt somewhat 
euphoric – certainly relieved.

An Important Moment  
of Insight

And then I had a flash – prob-
ably one of the most important 
moments of insight in all my 

years of teaching. If I leave her this 
way – losing – she will hate religious 
Jews forever… and she’ll be lost. I 
moved away from the congratulating 
and friendly crowd and found her in 
the back.

I asked her her name… “Jordana.” 
I told her she was the best part of my 
evening… she is such a fighter. I told 
her (in Ivrit) that the Mishna (Avos 
1,4) states, “Vehevei misabeik… Let 
yourself cling to the dust of their 
(the scholar’s) feet.” And I compared 
it to the expression “Vayei’aveik ish 
imo – And a man wrestled with him” 
(Bereishis 32,25). I told her of the 
battles within, and how you have to 
fight sometimes in order to acquire 
wisdom. She kissed me… and told me 
that she felt that I understood the core 
of her personality.

I had to win in public… but ended 
off with her in a way that left room 
for possibly new beginnings…. Who 
knows…? Someday….   d

The audience nodded in approving 

agreement. I had won round one.  

And then again the voice…  

“That’s ridiculous! That’s just  

one side of the story.” 
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It might not seem at first thought 
that the raging debate over wheth-
er American public schools should 

teach “intelligent design” could have 
anything to do with a seeming con-
tradiction in the Rambam’s writ-
ings. But second thoughts are often 
worthwhile.

In the Mishneh Torah, the Rambam’s 
encyclopedic compendium of hala-
cha, the mitzvah of ahavas Hashem is 
described as follows:

“And what is the way to develop love 
of Hashem and fear of Him? When a 
person contemplates [Hashem’s] great 
and wondrous acts and creations, and 
perceives in them His indescribable and 
infinite wisdom, immediately he loves 
and praises and extols and experiences 
a great desire to know Hashem Who is 
great…”

Yet, in the Sefer Hamitzvos, the 
Rambam’s enumeration of all of the 
Torah’s commandments, the way to 
fulfill the imperative to love Hashem is 
rendered as follows:

“…We should think about and con-
template His mitzvos and statements and 
actions, until we attain [an understand-
ing of] Him, and experience an ultimate 
pleasure in that attainment….”

Is “the way toward love of Hashem” 
to contemplate His universe, or His 
Torah?

Unintelligent Reaction

“Intelligent design” is the contention, 
actively promoted of late by some, that 
there are features of the universe and the 
biosphere that evidence a directed cause 
rather than the undirected randomness 
that is the foundational credo of evolu-
tion theory. When some public schools 
attempted to include “intelligent design” 
in their biology curricula, the scientific 
establishment reacted in a way that was 
remarkable, and remarkably telling.

A veritable genus of scientists and 
academics not only vociferously defend-
ed the evolution-exclusive academic 
status quo, but exhibited (and continues 
to exhibit) a striking amount of anger, 
cynicism and derision, hardly what one 
would expect from men of science – or, 
for that matter, from anyone truly secure 
in his convictions. 

An article this past fall in The 
Washington Post accurately described “so 
many scientists and others” as “practi-
cally apoplectic” over one school board’s 
efforts to add intelligent design to its 
biology curriculum. And a University 
of Kansas professor wrote that a course 
describing intelligent design as “mythol-
ogy” would be a “nice slap in [religious 
conservatives’] big, fat face.” (He later 
apologized.)

Stranger still, the outraged avatars 

of “evolution only” education have 
revealed themselves to be entirely at 
odds with the very essence of the scien-
tific method, the spirit of free inquiry: 
they are opposing the presentation of 
an alternate point of view. 

What all the umbrage and inconsis-
tency might signify, though, is frustration, 
over something that some small, stubborn 
part of the protestors’ minds may realize. 
For, although the grumblers say they want 
religion out of the classroom, precisely the 
opposite is true. They want the classroom 
to promote, alone and unchallenged, their 
own faith: the religion of Randomness.

Spoiled Soup

Like many 50-somethings, I remem-
ber being informed in grade 
school of the imminent solution 

to the mystery of life on Earth.
Triumphantly, teachers described an 

experiment conducted by two researchers, 
Stanley Miller and Harold Urey, in which 
molecules believed to represent compo-
nents of early Earth’s atmosphere were 
induced by electricity to form some of the 
amino acids that are themselves compo-
nents of proteins necessary for life.

Soon enough, we were told, scientists 
would coax further artificial formation 
of primordial materials, proteins them-

Lift Up Your Eyes and See
The “Intelligent Design” Controversy And Why It Matters
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selves, no doubt, and even, eventually, 
actual life – some single-celled organism 
like the one from which we ourselves 
(our teachers dutifully explained) were 
surely descended.

A half century later, however, we are 
left with nothing – not even a pitiful 
protein – beyond Miller-Urey’s original 
results. And even that experiment is 
now discredited by scientists as having 
gotten the original atmospheric soup 
all wrong. 

As the colloquialism goes: 
Whatever.

Hakadosh Baruch Hu has permit-
ted science to uncover many secrets of 
nature. But the Miller-Urey memory is 
an important reminder of how every 
generation’s scientific establishment is 
convinced it has a handle on the Big 
Questions. And of how scholars once 
worshipped are now viewed as having 
possessed more hubris than wisdom. It 
is a thought well worth thinking these 
days.

Survival of the Fittest, 
Arrival of the First

No one denies that species, over 
time, tend to retain traits that 
serve them well, and to lose 

others that don’t. Bacteria, for instance, 
whose DNA provides them resistance to 
certain antibiotics will emerge from a 
succession of generations in larger num-
bers than their less endowed comrades 
and, eventually, may edge them out of 
existence entirely. In nature, as in history 
(with one noteworthy exception), it is 
the physically strong who survive.

But that sort of natural occurrence, 
the disappearance over time of genetic 
characteristics or lines that cannot com-
pete, is one thing. The appearance of a 
new species from an existing one, or 
even of an entirely new trait within a 
species – things contemporary science 
insists have happened literally millions 
of times – have never been witnessed. 
There isn’t necessarily anything in the 
Torah that precludes them from hap-
pening, or being made to happen arti-
ficially through genetic manipulation. 

But the solemn conviction that such 
things have not only occurred but have 
done so countless times, and by chance, 
remains a large leap of, well, faith. Which 
is why “evolution” is rightly called a 
theory (and might better still be called 
a religion). 

Scientists, to be sure, protest that bil-
lions of years are necessary for chance 
mutations of DNA, the assumed engine 
of Neo-Darwinism, to work their acci-
dental magic. A lovely scenario, to be 
sure, but one whose hallowing of chance 
rejects the concept of a Creator, the 
central credo of Judaism.

It also ignores the question of how 
the first living organism might have 
emerged from inert matter. Spontaneous 
generation is generally ridiculed by sci-
ence, yet precisely such an inexplicable 
happening is presumed by the priests 
of Randomness to have occurred – by 
utter chance – to jump-start the process 
of evolution. 

And with all due respect to Drs. Urey 
and Miller, while much manipulation of 
living things has been wrought in the 
lab, the presumed creation of a living 
thing from a nonliving one has never 
been reproduced.

And speaking of reproduction, the 
first creature’s ability to bring forth a 
next generation (and beyond), would 
have had to have been among the first 
living thing’s talents. Without that abil-
ity, the organism would have amounted 
to nothing more than an astonishing 
but decidedly one-time occurrence – a 
hopeless dead-end. No DNA, after all, 
no future. And so, a package of complex 
genetic material, too, would have had to 
have been part of the unbelievably lucky 
alpha-amoeba. 

Yet, precisely such a scenario, a mir-
acle born of sheer randomness, is what 
the scientific establishment today affirms 
as a matter of deep conviction. And to 
doubt it is to be branded a heretic by 
the reigning Church of Chance.

Clear Lens, Clear View

To understand the current societal 
debate, it helps to realize that there are 

really only two possible perspectives 
regarding the universe: that In The 
Beginning there was either chance, or 
there was purpose. Neither of those 
diametric positions is truly evidence-
based; both precede any weighing of 
observations. But embracing evolution-
ary theory’s essence requires no less a 
leap of faith (and, arguably, more of 
one) than affirming nature by Divine 
design.

Our belief as Jews, of course, is 
founded on the latter contention, and, 
as a result, on the conviction that there 
is a purpose to the world we inhabit, 
and to the lives we live within it.

Science deals only with what can be 
seen or touched or measured. But truth 
encompasses considerably more. And 
what ultimately counts is truth. 

Which brings us to the seeming 
contradiction in the Rambam. The 
two apparently different approaches 
to the mitzvah of ahavas Hashem may 
not be two approaches at all. As Rabbi 
Mordechai Gifter, l”xz, explained it, one 
might be describing the view; the other, 
the lens.1

Before one can perceive Hakadosh 
Baruch Hu’s grandeur in the astounding 
magnificence of His Creation – which 
path leads to love of its Source – one 
must first approach the universe as 
something other than a random acci-
dent, as something containing meaning. 
And the way to attain that foundational, 
vital recognition is to meditate… on 
mitzvos. 

Why? Perhaps the answer is because 
doing so raises the issue of right and 
wrong, forcing a person to confront 
a choice: whether to view the very 
notion of good and evil as an illusion, 
an adaptive evolutionary strategy that 
has presumably provided human beings 
with some cold biological advantage 
– or whether to accept that our innate 
conviction that some human actions are 
right and others wrong reflects a deeper 
1  Rabbi Mordechai Pogramansky, l”xz, invoked 
a poignant parable: A refined, wealthy visitor to 
a city is shown a series of beautiful works of art 
in a museum but reacts to each with disdain, 
claiming to see only messy canvases. Finally, a 
member of his entourage hits upon the idea of 
cleaning the fellow’s eyeglasses.
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reality. The game is zero-sum. Either 
there is no meaningful mandate for 
human beings, or there is. And if there 
is, there must be a Mandator.

And those who conclude that the 
human species, unlike mushrooms or 
manatees, has the power to choose to 
do good or bad, terms that can have 
meaning only if there is purpose in 
Creation, must reject Randomness as 
a false god. 

Thus prepared, they can peer through 
the clear lens of that understanding at 
the intricate, wondrous world around 
us, and embark on the path to ahavas 
Hashem.

Hows and Whys

An unfortunate side-effect of 
our affirmation of purpose in 
Creation at a time of contro-

versy is the assumption made by some 
that we believing Jews share some other 
groups’ broader skepticism of science. 

But while Torah-faithful Jews reject 
the blind worship of science, we do 
not regard science as an enemy. Quite 
the contrary, not only do we seek to 
learn what we might from Hashem’s 
Creation, but – as we have seen – the 
Rambam deems meditation on nature 
to be no less than “the way” to attain-
ment of ahavas Hashem. 

Nor is “Biblical literalism” a Jewish 
approach. Many are the p’sukim that 
do not mean what a simple reading 
would yield; the Torah Shebe’al Peh, we 
know, is the key to the true meaning of 
the Torah’s words. What is more, there 
are multiple levels of deeper meanings 
inaccessible to most of us. The words 
of Bereishis and the Midrashim thereon 
hide infinitely more than they reveal. It 
is clear that the Torah describes the cre-
ation of the universe as the willful act 
of Hakadosh Baruch Hu, and describes 
Creation as having unfolded in stages. 
But details are hardly provided.

Those facts have led some to con-
clude that contemporary science’s posi-

tion on the origin of species need not 
be rejected. Hashem, after all, does not 
make Himself obviously apparent in 
His cosmos; He could certainly have 
set in motion a universe sufficient 
to the task of producing life in all its 
variety, entirely through G-d-seeded 
laws of nature, including the law of 
probability. 

The “how” of the appearance of 
species, after all, is not clearly artic-
ulated in the Torah; and the time 
differential between what the Torah 
relates and what appears the case 
from astronomy and geology has been 
addressed in a number of ways. (See, 
for instance, Rabbi Shimon Schwab in 
his essay “How Old Is The Universe?” 
(Challenge: Torah Views on Science 
and its Problems, Feldheim 197�) and, 
lehavdil bein chaim le’chaim and bein 
gadol lekattan, my own treatment of 
the topic in “Great Expectations” (The 
Jewish Observer, September 2003).2

So – those would-be resolvers con-
tend – the idea of evolution of one 
species from another one might in 
fact be shoehorned into the text of 
the Torah.3

But the emergence of a new life-
form from an old one has never been 
seen or made to happen. And so, even 
if it brings us ridicule from those who 
assume our position less thoughtful 
than it is, we Torah-faithful Jews have 
no reason to assume that what the 
Torah seems to say about the creation 
of species is anything other than true in 
a literal, or near-literal, sense. And since 
the idea of evolution has, willy-nilly, 
been inextricably wed to the notion of 
a Creator-less universe, we do well to be 
very cautious with speculation. 

2  In fact, it could well be argued that the question 
is entirely moot in light [no pun intended] of the 
fact that science itself, since Einstein, has banished 
time from the throne of objective existence to the 
roiling sea of relativity.
3  The Rambam does write (Moreh Nevuchim, 
2: 25) that even some seemingly fundamental 
philosophical convictions need not be considered 
inherently sacrosanct to Jewish belief. Should 
incontrovertible physical evidence to the contrary 
be discovered, he explains, then p’sukim seeming 
to indicate otherwise would simply have to be 
understood figuratively, like pesukim that refer to 
Hashem, chalilla, as having physical form.
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Who Cares?

Some of us may see little prac-
tical reason for any concern 
on our part about the cur-

rent “intelligent design” controversy. 
That is understandable. After all, 
we don’t, so to speak, have a mon-
key in this race. We know what we 
believe, and we educate our children 
accordingly.

But let us not forget how many pre-
cious Jewish souls, sadly, are entrusted 
to the American public school system. 
These are our relatives, parts of Klal 
Yisroel; we may not abandon them to 
purveyors of the notion that chance 
rules the universe.

And in truth, here, even the 
education of non-Jewish American 
youth must concern us. 

Because declaring the notion of a 
Creator off-limits in public schools 
not only squanders an opportunity 
to expose American young people to 
the idea of G-d, it subtly but effec-
tively indoctrinates them into the 
religion of Randomness. And that 
is no minor matter.

For if a child comes to accept the 
idea that humanity’s roots lie in pure 
chance, there can be no more mean-
ing to good and bad actions than 
to good or bad weather; no more 
import to right and wrong than to 
right and left. We humans remain, 
to him, nothing but evolved animals, 
our peacemakers and warmongers 
alike. To be sure, rationales might 
be conceived for establishing societal 
norms, but social contracts are prac-
tical tools, not moral imperatives; 
they are, in the end, artificial. Only 
an acknowledgement of the Creator 
can impart true meaning to human 
life, placing it on a plane above that 
of mosquitoes. 

In the religion of Randomness, 
the only law is that of the jungle. 
It is a faith in which there can be 
no claim that a thieving, cheating, 
serial-murdering cannibal is any 
less commendable a member of the 
species than a selfless, generous, 
hard-working scholar. In fact, the 

former may well have an evolution-
ary advantage.

Put simply, there is simply no 
philosophically sound way of hold-
ing simultaneously in one’s head 
both the conviction that we are mere 
evolved animals and the conviction 
that we are something qualitatively 
different. And no way to avoid the 
fact that when schoolchildren are 
taught biology, if they are taught 
to embrace the one, they are being 
taught to shun the other. 

American schools and courts 
might well choose to continue to 

define science in the most narrow 
terms, and to interpret the U.S. 
Constitution as banning from the 
public school science classroom the 
philosophical idea of a directed 
creation of life. But we fool our-
selves if we imagine that inducting 
young people into the Church of 
Chance is any less a conditioning of 
young people than presenting them 
the opportunity to contemplate the 
Creator. 

And we are fooled even further if we 
miss the dire societal danger posed by 
the entrenchment of the former faith.d
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The National Council of Jewish 
Women (NCJW), which views judicial 
nominees through a tunnel called Roe, 
is galvanizing its constituents to oppose 
the nomination of Judge Samuel A. 
Alito, Jr. for a seat on the U.S. Supreme 
Court. The group suspects that Judge 
Alito may one day vote to overturn the 
blanket enshrinement of acts it consid-
ers a woman’s “right,” and is publicly 
flogging him with coat hangers.

Agudath Israel of America, for its 
part, would be happy to see the Roe v. 
Wade decision overturned. By devaluing 
potential human life, the decision has 
helped devalue all human life, which 
the Torah cherishes deeply. What some 
have deemed “choice” is entirely foreign 
to Jewish thought and law. If Judge 
Alito would in fact shift the balance 
of the Supreme Court toward a more 
respectful attitude toward life, we would 
consider that a positive development.

What is perplexing, though, about 
the NCJW anti-Alito campaign is the 
extent to which a group purporting 
to represent Jewish women is exhibit-
ing such a hostile attitude toward an 
institution that most thoughtful Jewish 
women would agree needs strengthen-
ing: marriage. The NCJW offers its 
supporters a boilerplate letter to send 

members of Congress, in which Judge 
Alito is accused of having “ruled to 
severely restrict a woman’s constitu-
tional right[s]...” 

The “severe restriction” to which the 
NCJW refers is a 1991 opinion the judge 
wrote contending that a requirement for 
a woman to inform her husband of a 
decision that would affect their unborn 
child in the ultimate way did not consti-
tute an “undue burden” – especially since 
the requirement did not apply in cases 
where there was fear of the husband. 
Few reasonable observers, it is safe to say, 
would characterize a spousal notification 
requirement as “severely restrict[ing]” a 
woman’s right to make choices pertinent 
to her and her husband’s fetus.

If any philosophy lies in the judge’s dis-
sent to Casey, it was not about “a woman’s 
constitutional right,” but about marriage 
– to wit, that it matters. That is an assertion 
every Jewish group, every women’s group 
– and certainly every Jewish women’s 
group – should be applauding. 

That non-Orthodox Jewish women 
are marrying later than ever, if at all, 
has resulted in a Jewish demographic 
crisis, as Professor Jack Wertheimer 
wrote in a recent, much-discussed article 
in Commentary. Many Jewish women 
claim that they wish to marry earlier, 

and have more children, if they could 
only find like-minded Jewish men. But if 
the NCJW’s hyperbolic attack on Judge 
Alito accurately reflects the state of mind 
of American Jewish womanhood, and 
if the bonds of marriage are so weak 
in the eyes of Jewish women that they 
feel that their husbands are not even 
entitled to information about a planned 
termination of their child’s nascent life, 
then how truly committed are Jewish 
women to marriage, childbearing and 
the Jewish future?

Are American Jewish women really 
so cavalier about these matters? Or is 
the NCJW misreading and misrepre-
senting not only Judge Alito, but the 
constituency it claims to represent? The 
NCJW – although one suspects the “J” 
in its name will squirm – is certainly 
welcome, like any citizen or group, to 
favor an unfettered right to “choice,” and 
even to defend the widely-discredited 
notion that such a right lies hidden 
somewhere between the lines of the U.S. 
Constitution. But rather than blatantly 
misrepresent a man’s record (and, subtly, 
a religious tradition’s attitude), it might 
better advance the cause of women, and 
of Judaism, by recognizing and promot-
ing the ideals of marriage, childbearing 
and family.       d

Rabbi Avi Shafran
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