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ne of the most profound disagreements in Judaism

is that between Moses Maimonides and Judah

Halevi on the meaning of the first of the Ten
Commandments.

For Maimonides (1135-1204), the first command
is to believe in God, creator of heaven and earth: "The
basic principle of all basic principles and the pillar of all
sciences is to realise that there is a First Being who
brought every existing thing into being. If it could be
supposed that He did not exist, it would follow that
nothing else could possibly exist. If however it were
supposed that all other beings were non-existent, He
alone would still exist... To acknowledge this truth is a
positive command, as it is said: 'l am the Lord your God'
(Ex. 20:2, Deut 5:7)." (Yesodei ha-Torah, 1:1-5)

Judah Halevi (c. 1080-c.1145) disagreed. The
greatest of medieval Hebrew poets, Halevi also wrote
one of Judaism's philosophical masterpieces, The
Kuzari. It is framed as a dialogue between a rabbi and
the King of the Khazars. Historically, the Khazars were a
Turkish people who, between the seventh and eleventh
centuries, ruled a considerable area between the Black
Sea and the Caspian Sea, including southern Russia,
northern Caucasus, eastern Ukraine, Western
Kazakhstan, and northwestern Uzbekistan.

Many Jewish traders and refugees lived there,
and in 838 the Khazar King Bulan converted to Judaism,
after supposedly holding a debate between
representatives of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim
faiths. The Arabic writer Dimashqi writes that the
Khazars, having encountered the Jewish faith, "found it
better than their own and accepted it". Khazaria thus
became, spiritually as well as geographically, an
independent third force between the Muslim Caliphate
and the Christian Byzantine Empire. After their
conversion, the Khazar people used Jewish personal
names, spoke and wrote in Hebrew, were circumcised,
had synagogues and rabbis, studied the Torah and
Talmud, and observed the Jewish festivals.

The Kuzari is Judah Halevi's philosophy of
Judaism, cast in the form of the imagined conversation
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between the King and a rabbi that led to the King's
conversion. In it, Halevi draws a portrait that is
diametrically opposed to what would later become
Maimonides' account. Judaism, for Halevi, is not
Aristotelian but counter-Aristotelian. The God of the
prophets, says Halevi, is not the God of the philosophers.
The key difference is that whereas the philosophers
found God in metaphysics, the prophets found God in
history.

This is how Halevi's rabbi states his faith: "I
believe in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, who led
the children of Israel out of Egypt with signs and
miracles; who fed them in the desert and gave them the
land, after having brought them through the sea and the
Jordan in a miraculous way..." (Kuzari 1:11)

"He goes on to emphasise that God's opening
words in the revelation at Mount Sinai were not, 'l am the
Lord your God, creator of heaven and earth' but 'l am the
Lord your God 'l am the Lord your God, who brought you
out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.™ (Kuzari |:25).

Halevi lived before Maimonides. Nachmanides
(R. Mosheh ben Nachman, 1194-1270) lived after, but
he too disagreed with Maimonides' interpretation of the
opening verse of the Ten Commandments. His objection
is based on a passage in the Mekhilta: "You shall
have no other gods besides me." Why is this said?
Because it says, 'l am the Lord your God.' To give a
parable: A king of flesh and blood entered a province.
His servants said to him, 'Issue decrees for the people.'
He, however, told them, 'No. When they accept my
sovereignty, | will issue decrees. For if they do not accept
my sovereignty, how will they carry out my decrees?"

According to Nachmanides the verse, "l am the
Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the
land of slavery" is not a command, but a preliminary to
the commands. It explains why the Israelites should be
bound by the will of God. He had rescued them, liberated
them, and brought them to safety. The first verse of the
Decalogue is not a law but a statement of fact, a reason
why the Israelites should accept God's sovereignty.

Thanks to a series of archeological discoveries
in the twentieth century, we now know that Nahmanides
was right. The biblical covenant has the same literary
structure as ancient near eastern political treaties, of
which the oldest known are the "Stele of the Vultures"
(before 2500 BCE), recording the victory of Eannatum,
king of Lagash, over the people of Umma, both in
southern Mesopotamia, and the treaty of Naram-Sin,
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king of Kish and Akkad, with the people of Elam (c. 2280
BCE). Other, later treaties have also been discovered,
involving Hittites, Arameans and Assyrians. One details
a pact between the Hittite king Hattusilis Il and the
Pharaoh Rameses I, regarded by some scholars as the
Pharaoh of the exodus.

These treaties usually follow a six-part pattern,
of which the first three elements were [1] the preamble,
identifying the initiator of the treaty, [2] a historical
review, summarizing the past relationship between the
parties, and [3] the stipulations, namely the terms and
conditions of the covenant. The first verse of the Ten
Commandments is a highly abridged form of [1] and [2].
"l am the Lord your God" is the preamble. "Who brought
you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery" is the
historical review. The verses that follow are the
stipulations, or as we would call them, the commands.
Nachmanides and the Midrash are therefore correct in
seeing the verse as an introduction, not a command.

What is at stake in this difference of opinion
between Maimonides on the one hand, Judah Halevi and
Nachmanides on the other? At the heart of Judaism is a
twofold understanding of the nature of God and His
relationship to the universe. God is creator of the
universe and the maker of the human person "in His
image". This aspect of God is universal. It is accessible
to anyone, Jew or gentile. Aristotle arrived at it through
logic and metaphysics. For him, God was the "prime
mover" who set the universe into motion. Today, many
people reach the same conclusion through science: the
universe is too finely tuned for the emergence of life to
have come into being through chance (this is sometimes
called the anthropic principle). Some arrive at it not
through logic or science but through a simple sense of
awe and wonder ("Not how the world is, but that it is, is
the mystical" said Wittgenstein). This aspect of God is
called by the Torah, Elokim.

There is, however, a quite different aspect of
God which predominates throughout most of Tanakh,
the Hebrew Bible. This is God as He is involved in the
fate of one family, one nation: the children of Israel. He
intervenes in their history. He makes a highly specific
covenant with them at Sinai -- not at all like the general
one He made with Noah and all humanity after the Flood.
The Noahide covenant is simple and basic. The sages
said it involved a mere seven commands. The Sinai
covenant, by contrast, is highly articulated, covering
almost every conceivable aspect of life. This aspect of
God is signaled by the use of the four-letter name for
which we traditionally substitute (since the word itself is
holy and could only be pronounced by the High Priest)
the word Hashem (on the two aspects and names, see
Kuzari 1V:1-3; and Ramban to Exodus 3:13).
Maimonides, the philosopher, emphasized the universal,
metaphysical aspect of Judaism and the eternal,
unchanging existence of God. Judah Halevi and
Nachmanides, the one a poet, the other a mystic, were
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more sensitive to the particularistic and prophetic
dimension of Judaism: the role of God in the historical
drama of the covenant. Both are true and valid, but in
this case, Halevi and Nachmanides are closer to the
meaning of the biblical text. Covenant and Conversation is
kindly sponsored by the Schimmel Family in loving memory of
Harry (Chaim) Schimmel zt’| © 2026 The Rabbi Sacks Legacy
Trust rabbisacks.org

RABBI SHLOMO RISKIN

Shabbat Shalom

(44 ehold, | have taught you statutes and
ordinances, even as the Lord my God
commanded me.... Safeguard and keep them,

since this is your wisdom and understanding in the eyes
of the nations that, when they hear all these statutes,
shall say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and
understanding people.” (Deuteronomy 4:5—-6) One of the
real tensions in the Jewish religious world has always
been how to approach secular learning — if at all. A visit
to a major Jewish library is all one needs in order to
understand how it's possible to spend one’s entire life
absorbed in the study of Jewish religious texts, yet barely
skim the surface.

Since there are only a few rare individuals in
each generation who can scale the entire mountain of
Jewish religious learning, it shouldn’t come as a total
surprise that one school of thought discourages scaling
any mountain other than Mount Sinai. Despite the fact
that the sages of the Talmud praised the Greek language
and even Greek literature, there were scholars in the
post-Talmudic period who went so far as to actually
forbid the study of secular philosophy (see, for example,
Responsa Rashba 1:17).

Thus, despite the notable exceptions of the
Hildesheimer Rabbinical Seminary in early twentieth-
century Germany and Yeshiva University in New York,
the ultra-Orthodox Jewish world has insisted upon
removing the curriculum of the university from the scope
of those studying in most centers of higher Talmudic
learning — even if the secular courses are oriented
towards enabling the student to pursue a profession and
thereby becoming a productive and financially solvent
citizen. Granted that this attitude was largely limited to
Eastern Europe, however, the influence spread to the
Mediterranean Jewish communities (Sephardi) as well.
In America, in those yeshivas which allow their students
to attend night classes at local colleges, the common
directive is to take only those courses needed to help
one earn a living. In Israel’'s yeshiva world, even minimal
college education is virtually non-existent.

At first glance, the above-quoted verse in this
week’s portion Va'etchanan would seem to throw its
weight on the side of all those who look askance at the
pursuit of secular studies. Torah, from the perspective of
the nations of the world, is uniquely and distinctively to
be considered “our Jewish wisdom.” Other nations may
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have their wisdom, but we Jews have our Torah, and
Torah is exclusively what we are supposed to safeguard
and study.

However, in the Talmud we find that the issue is
not so clear-cut. In Tractate Berakhot 35b, R. Yishmael
counsels that Torah study combined with professional
pursuit (derekh eretz, or literally, the ways of the world)
is a beautiful and noble way of life, while R. Shimon b.
Yochai disagrees: “If you plow in the time of plowing,
plant in the time of planting, reap in the time of reaping,
thresh in the time of threshing ... when will there be time
for Torah?” In other words, the only legitimate Jewish
pursuit is the study of Torah.

The text then records the later — and more
normatively accepted — observations of Abaye and
Rava. According to Abaye, many followed R. Yishmael
(combining Torah with a worldly occupation) and their
efforts met with success, while many followed R. Shimon
b. Yochai (Torah and only Torah) and their efforts did not
meet with success. Rava adds that during the important
planting and harvesting months of Nisan and Tishrei, he
would beseech his students to return to the fields, so as
not to be dependent on charity in order to study Torah.

However, although this passage clearly
acknowledges that Torah study must be combined with
occupational or professional pursuits in order to fill up
one’s time constructively (“with the combined activities of
both Torah and derekh eretz, sin is likely to be forgotten”)
and to prepare one to be a productive citizen of society,
secular studies as a legitimate academic intellectual
endeavor in its own right might not necessarily be
subsumed under the rubric of derekh eretz.

Indeed, in Tractate Menachot 99b, R.
Yishmael's nephew, Ben Dama, approaches his
illustrious uncle and asks what the law would say about
someone who had studied the entire Torah: could that
person then go out and study Greek wisdom? In
response, R. Yishmael quotes the following verse: “This
book shall not depart from your mouth, and you shall
mediate upon it day and night” (Josh. 1:8), adding that if
Ben Dama can find a moment that is neither day nor
night, then he can study Greek. In a word, Torah and
Greek wisdom (or, it would seem, any other academic
wisdom) are mutually exclusive.

However, that very same Talmudic passage
also cites R. Shimon b. Yochai as saying that one may
fulfill the verse in Joshua merely by reciting the Shema
in the morning and reciting the Shema in the evening.
The verse ought to be rendered, “You shall meditate
upon it [Torah] for a period of time by day and for a period
of time by night,” still allowing a good deal of time for
other intellectual pursuits. And thus, this passage may
well presuppose that R. Shimon b. Yochai changed his
position, and | believe that is what happened.

Moreover, there is also a most positive
alternative attitude expressed by our sages concerning
secular studies (Shabbat 75a). R. Joshua b. Levi,
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quoting Bar Kappara, declares that anyone who knows
the art of astronomy (the science of Babylon) and does
not engage in it, is included among those boors who
“regard not the work of the Lord, neither consider the
operation of His hands” (Is. 5:12).

The underlying philosophic principle here is that
science — the study of the natural universe — brings one
closer to the Creator of the universe.

And the Talmud then goes on to insist that the
Bible commands us to study astronomy, by citing the
very same verse we mentioned above, which we initially
thought to mean that Torah ought be considered our
“only wisdom”: “R. Shmuel b. Nachmani in the name of
R. Yochanan interprets [turning the verse on its head]:
‘Safeguard and keep them since this is your wisdom and
understanding in the eyes of the nations.” What is that
branch of knowledge which may be considered wisdom
and understanding in the eyes of the nations? This is
astronomy [science],” or any of the sciences which teach
us about the nature of those physical, worldly
phenomena open for everyone to investigate (Shabbat
75a).

According to this interpretation, it's not enough
to study only Torah, but we are commanded to become
experts in those areas of knowledge valued by the
nations and able to be observed by the nations. If we
don’t contribute to physics and arts and medicine, then
why should any nation begin to think of us as a significant
people? How can we be a light unto the nations if we
don’t probe the mysteries of light in both its physical and
metaphysical senses? Hence there are two reasons to
study science according to this Talmudic source: firstly,
to better understand the Creator of the universe and His
universe, and secondly, in order to gain the respect of
the nations of the world.

And so, when the Talmud quotes Isaiah about
the importance of studying science so that we might
better appreciate the work of God’s hands (science), the
implication is that all knowledge which helps us
recognize the multifaceted work of the Creator is
salutary, and may even be mandatory. Blindness to the
creation is blindness to the Creator.

Indeed, when reciting the Shema (our twice daily
acceptance of Heavenly Kingship), two blessings always
precede it. The first deals with the revelation of nature
and the second with the revelation of the Torah. This
teaches that two different and complementary paths
exist toward the recognition of a Creator: an
understanding of Torah and an understanding of the
world around us, and both together will enable us to
accept the yoke of the Kingship of Heaven!

One of the earliest religious experiences | have
ever had took place inside a biology lab in my second
year of high school. Slides of snowflakes under the
microscope revealed that each flake was perfectly
hexagonal, made up of the dazzling colors of the
rainbow, but arranged differently from every other flake.
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| asked permission to stay behind and lock up the lab,
and then spent the next two hours observing hundreds
of slides of snowflakes. At length, in a state of euphoria,
with tears coursing down my cheeks, | sensed that if a
snowflake, seemingly so ordinary, could express such
sheer wonders of beauty and perfection, then there must
be a Creator. And if God could be discerned through the
marvel of a snowflake, imagine how much more He can
be discerned through the infinite complexities of the
universe.

Maimonides, at the end of chapter four of his
Laws of the Fundamentals of the Torah, speaks of the
“Great Pursuits” and the “Small Pursuits.” What are
these small pursuits? They are the arguments between
Rava and Abaye, meaning all the halakhic disputes in
the Talmud. What are the great pursuits? Ma’ase
Bereshit and Ma’ase Merkava, which for him, stand for
the Aristotelian physics and metaphysics, or our science
and philosophy. To be sure, Maimonides does caution
that before embarking on the “great pursuits,” one must
first “fill one’s belly” with the arguments of Abaye and
Rava, the “bread and vegetables” of a basic religious
lifestyle. Nevertheless, Maimonides teaches that the
diligent student must divide his daily hours of Torah
study into three parts: Scriptures, Mishna, and Oral
Tradition (Gemara). And this great sage subsumes
under the rubric of Gemara science and philosophy,
Ma’ase Bereshit and Ma’ase Merkava (Laws of Talmud
Torah 1:12). Moreover, he insists that these last two
intellectual areas are necessary pathways to fulfilling the
commands to know, love, revere, and unify God.

According to Maimonides, yeshiva and
university are not two distinct bodies ruled by separate
administrations. Rather, the university should be
embodied within the yeshiva. If Maimonides were setting
up a yeshiva curriculum, alongside and part of the study
of Talmud would be classes in science and philosophy,
whose purpose, no less than the study of our holy texts,
would be to awaken the student to a more profound
awareness of the Creator and his creation. The above
article appears in Rabbi Riskin’s book Devarim: Moses
Bequeaths Legacy, History and Covenant, part of his
Torah Lights series of commentaries on the weekly
parsha, published by Maggid and available for purchase
at bit.ly/RiskinDevarim. © 2026 Ohr Torah Institutions &
Rabbi S. Riskin

RABBI AVI SHAFRAN
Reflections

he Jewish credo, "the Shema," declares Moshe's

directive to us to love Hashem "with all your heart,

with all your soul and with all your resources"
(Devarim 6:5).

And, famously, Chazal understand "all your
soul" as meaning even if being faithful to Hashem means
dying as a result (Berachos 54a).

That command has been honored over the
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millennia in countless acts of Jewish martyrdom at the
hands of enemies who sought to force their victims to
violate one of the precepts for which a Jew is to die rather
than transgress, or in times when such evildoers sought
to uproot Torah observance from Jewish people.

Martyrdom is the ultimate self-abnegation. It is,
though, not the only expression of selflessness.

Rabbi Yisrael Salanter noted that the directive to
love Hashem with all our souls encompasses not only
readiness to lose our entire souls (the ultimate negation
of self) but any overlooking of self-interest in the service
of the Divine.

Every situation, in other words, whereby
"negation" of one's self serves a higher purpose.

It happens often that one is faced with a situation
that violates one's sense of self, or self-image. It might
be a slight, or an open insult; a usurping of a turn at
something, or an unwarranted deprivation.

If such situations are not legally actionable (like
if one has suffered a financial loss or damage due to
another's misdeed), it is commendable to recognize that
it is only one's "self" that has been put at stake, and that
"dying" a little -- overlooking the slight -- is not only the
proper path to take but, most valuably, an act of Kiddush
Hashem, a mini-martyrdom. © 2026 Rabbi A. Shafran &
torah.org

RABBI BEREL WEIN ZT”L
Wein Online

he ability to somehow subsume one’s own personal

disappointments and even tragedies into the

general picture of positive Jewish life and mission is
vividly illustrated in Moshe’s response to God'’s refusal to
allow him to enter into the Land of Israel. Moshe does
not accept the decree in a stoic, ‘what is the use’ manner
but he instead uses it to impress upon the Jewish people
the special good fortune that they possess in being able
to enter and inhabit the Land of Israel.

Perhaps only someone who has been denied a
special favor, gift or talent can truly appreciate the
uniqueness of someone who possesses that favor, gift
or talent. (For instance, | appreciate and love to hear
great chazanim and baalei tefila though | cannot carry a
tune. But | digress.)

Jews who currently can visit and, even more
importantly. can dwell in our ancient homeland are pretty
much blasé’ about the whole matter. We have become
so comfortable and accustomed to this gift granted to us
that we are even willing to forego it and some Jews even
have the temerity to vilify it and claim that gift and
opportunity was and is a “mistake!”

Moshe certainly would not have thought so. He
breaks down the heavenly gates of prayer, so to speak,
in order to gain entry into the Land of Israel. He is willing
to forego his lofty office and enter the land just as plain
Mr. Moshe but all to no avail.

But instead of bewailing his fate bitterly he uses
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the experience to encourage his people and steel them
for the task and mission that life in the Land of Israel
always and automatically entails.

The Jewish soul’'s desire to live in the Land of
Israel, a desire not diminished by thousands of years of
exile and separation, is an extension of the attitude and
spirit of Moshe himself. All defeats in Jewish life, no
matter how expensive and devastating they may be, are
still in the long run only temporary setbacks.

That is the reality of the message of this Shabat
Nachamu - that comfort, consolation and triumph
eventually awaits us. Perhaps it is this knowledge of
God’s commitment to our survival and success that
allows Moshe to move past his own personal
disappointments and defeats. Moshe sees the future and
spans the generations and is aware of the eternity of
Israel and its never-ending attachment to the Land of
Israel.

And he knows that the eventual destiny of the
people of Israel is inextricably bound up with the Land of
Israel. And, in the midst of his tears over his own
unfulfiled hopes and wishes, he states words of
encouragement and steadfast blessing to his beloved
people.

It is part of the character greatness of Moshe
that the people he serves always take precedence over
his own personal pursuits and desires. As such, he is the
model of what a Jewish religious leader should be. Even
though there has never been another Moshe, his
example still instructs and guides us. © 2026 Rabbi
Berel Wein - Jewish historian, author and international
lecturer offers a complete selection of CDs, audio tapes,
video tapes, DVDs, and books on Jewish history at
www.rabbiwein.com. For more information on these and
other products visit www.rabbiwein.com

RABBI DAVID LEVIN
Shema Yisrael

n the final Book of the Torah, Devarim, and not until
the second parasha of that Book, do we find the
essential message of Judaism, the Shema. lItis a part
of every Jews life, recited twice a day, once again at
night before going to sleep, and at any time that one feels
endangered or at one’s death bed. It is the statement of
Faith and of the unity of all powers of the world in One
Divine Being, Hashem. While Hashem carries many
names, they are not descriptions of unique gods but of
the various qualities of the One Hashem’s actions. They
are descriptions based on our perception of the way that
our One Divine Being acts at a particular time. There
can be a difference of perception, but all would agree
that Hashem was the One responsible for the event.
The entire Shema is quoted in different parts of
the parasha, but the beginning, which is the statement
and our responsibility that the statement requires of us,
is found grouped together. The Torah states: “Hear, O
Israel, Hashem our Elokim, Hashem is One. You shall
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love Hashem, your Elokim, with all your heart, with all
your soul, and with all your might (possessions). And
these words that | command you today shall be upon
your heart. You shall teach them to your children, and
you shall speak of them while you sit in your home and
while you walk on the way, when you lie down and when
you rise. Bind them as a sign upon your arm, and let
them be (totafot) between your eyes. And write them on
the doorposts of your house and upon your gates.”

Abarbanel discusses that the word “hear” has a
much deeper meaning than simply listening. We are to
understand this to mean that one must not only hear the
words in this paragraph, but one must take them to heart.
One must think of them constantly and spend effort to
comprehend its full meaning. The Torah states that
Hashem is One, but the message is also that there is no
other than that One. “The impossibility of any other
supreme being besides Hashem is also demonstrated by
the perfect harmony of the universe. Every moment of
the totality of its existence depends completely on the
Will of Hashem. Such harmony could never be achieved
if there was more than one force directing all that exists.”

There is a marked difference between the way
that Judaism and Christianity look at this sentence.
Christianity takes the three statements of the Divine
name and uses it to “prove” that the Trinity is an
acceptable monotheistic idea. According to Christianity,
each of the parts of the Trinity are unique and separate,
but combine to make a single Deity. Christians
mistakenly believe that the many names of the Jewish
Deity (Hashem [Lord], Elokim [G-d], Shakai [Almighty],
HaMakom [Omnipresent], and more) are each
independent parts of the Deity, and show that Judaism
also believes in separate parts of the Deity. Judaism,
however, sees each of these names as characteristics of
the Deity, not separate entities (Hashem [Mercy], Elokim
[Justice], Shakai [Might], HaMakom [Present]). The
names are the ways that one can describe how Hashem
acts, not as a separate entity, but only as a description
of our view of those actions. They are not separate parts
of One Deity, but only a description of how the Deity
appeared to us at that particular event. As an example,
the Jews viewed the Deity as acting as Hashem (Mercy)
at the Red Sea, understanding that they did not deserve
to be saved, but the Egyptians viewed the Deity as acting
as Elokim (Justice), since they deserved the punishment
they received.

The paragraph which follows the statement of
Faith discusses aspects of how the B’nei Yisrael are to
look at and act upon this statement. Because Hashem
is One, then no other force in the world provides for us,
protects us, and deserves our allegiance. “You shall love
Hashem, your Elokim, with all your heart, with all your
soul, and with all your might (possessions).” The
statement, “with all your heart” refers to the rational soul,
“forin that case it is possible to say that these words shall
be upon your heart, meaning your rational soul.” But this
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is also referred to as “your desires.” The Ramban
suggests that this means that even your desires must be
directed towards serving Hashem. “With all your soul,”
indicates “with your very life.” The Ramban explains that
“the command to give ‘all’ rather than ‘part’ of {your} life
is incongruous.” The Ramban continues to clarify that
‘might” is described as “possessions” because the
abundance of wealth is a way to serve Hashem through
that wealth. The Sifre explains that one might say, “I will
study Torah in order that | be called wise, in order that |
lead an academy, in order that | live long, or in order that
| merit the World to Come. But whatever you do, do it
out of love for Hashem.”

“You shall teach them to your children” is
understood by HaRav Shamshon Raphael Hirsch to
mean teaching the Written Torah (Torah shebichtav);
whereas, “and you shall speak of them” refers to the
explanations of those laws in the Oral Torah (Torah she
b’al peh). Hirsch explains that this requirement involves
dividing our time between the written words of the Torah,
the Mishnah, and the Gemara. HaRav Hirsch explains
that “we are to make ourselves definitely clear in our
understanding, and those who come to seek instruction,
receive no weak, wavering, doubtful explanation.”
HaRav Zalman Sorotzkin explains that the command to
teach one’s child is subservient to teaching oneself. The
father must teach his child, but he must also learn. His
learning takes precedence over his child’s. However, if
the father sees that his child has more aptitude or can
devote more time to his learning Torah, the father should
use his money for learning to support his son rather than
himself.

Two other mitzvot are derived from this
paragraph: (1) “Bind them as a sign upon your arm, and
let them be (totafot) between your eyes,” teaches us
about the tefillin which are wrapped each weekday on
our arms and heads, and (2) “And write them on the
doorposts of your house and upon your gates;” we bind
ourselves dailly to Hashem to maintain our
understanding that our whole life must be devoted to
Hashem, and we place the “mezuzot” on our houses and
our gates to further the understanding that our service to
our community is also a part of our service to Hashem.
The mezuzah also focuses our lives within our
community and in our houses to create a holy
environment for our families.

May we always try to create an environment in
which ourselves and our families will dedicate our lives
to the study of Torah and Hashem’s Commandments.
May this create for all of us a life filled with holiness,
righteousness, and purpose. © 2026 Rabbi D. Levin

ENCYCLOPEDIA TALMUDIT

Blessing of Ga'al Yisrael
Translated by Rabbi Mordechai Weiss

uring the morning prayer service, one may not
pause or interrupt between the blessing of

redemption (Ga’al Yisrael), and the recitation of the
Amidah. Even standing silently between them s
prohibited. However, there is also a halacha that one
must respond with an Amen after hearing a blessing.
Thus, it would seem that someone who hears the chazan
(cantor) complete the blessing of Ga’al Yisrael must
answer Amen. But then he is creating an interruption
between the blessing and the Amidah! What's a person
to do?

Some answer that saying Amen to Ga’al Yisrael
is like saying Amen after one’s own blessing. In general,
a person does not say Amen to his own blessing.
However, if he is concluding a subject the Amen is
considered part of the blessing and thus is not
considered an interruption. (The classic example of this
is in Birkat HaMazon, when we conclude our own
blessing of “Boneh Be-rachamav Yerushalayim” by
saying Amen.) Perhaps the Amen after Ga’al Yisrael is
in the same category.

Others insist that the reciting of Amen at this
point is an interruption and should be avoided. How can
a person avoid taking sides in this disagreement?

The poskim offer three suggestions:

1. The person praying should try to reach Ga’al
Yisrael a little before the chazan. He can then wait, recite
Amen to the chazan’s blessing, then recite the blessing
himself, and immediately begin the Amidah. However,
this solution is not without its problems. First, one is not
supposed to pause in the middle of the blessings
following Keriat Shema. Second, ideally one is meant to
begin the Amidah at the same time as the chazan.

2. The person praying should recite the blessing
together with the chazan. In such a case, he is not
required to say Amen, as a person does not say Amen
to his own blessing. However, as we have seen, there is
an opinion that in the case of Ga’al Yisrael a person does
say Amen to his own blessing.

3. The person praying should start the Amidah
before the chazan. Once someone is in the middle of the
Amidah, he does not respond Amen under any
circumstances. However, once again, this means one is
not beginning the Amidah with the chazan.

A fourth solution is very commonly followed
nowadays. Namely, the chazan recites Ga’al Yisrael
under his breath. Since no one hears the blessing, no
one needs to answer Amen. Interestingly, this practice is
not mentioned anywhere in the literature. Can it be that
there truly is no source for it? © 2017 Rabbi M. Weiss and
Encyclopedia Talmudit
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ast week, as you may recall, | wrote about the
“Three Weeks” and that, historically, they have
been a calamitous time for the Jewish nation. Right
after the email edition went out, | received an email that
began: “Dear Rabbi Zweig...l lost my daughter...my only
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child — on Friday, July 3. | am melting away; my heart is
broken. | was sitting here saying prayers for you to send
me anything and all of a sudden this came from you. That
is what Rabbi Packouz did for me for many years...it's so
unreal to most but | know what | know. Me and God...we
are very tight. | am grateful and thankful. | can’t see
anymore to type but | wanted you to know...”

Then, just as | sat down to compose this week’s
column, | received news that one of my friends, Rabbi
Nosson Glueck, a man whom | have known and admired
for over fifty years, suddenly passed away. We casually
throw around terms like “genius” and “brilliant,” but they
were truly apt descriptions of who he was. May his
memory be a blessing.

Suffice it to say that | feel fully immersed in the
feelings of loss that are associated with the “Three
Weeks.”

There are two distinctly different elements to
recovering from a loss: grieving and mourning. Grieving
is the internal emotional, psychological, and even
physical response to a loss. It is what a person
experiences on the inside. Grieving involves finding
ways to go through the pain, put the loss into
perspective, and internalizing one’s new reality and self-
definition without the loved one.

Mourning, on the other hand, is the external
expression of grief. It includes the behaviors, rituals,
customs, and practices through which grief is expressed.
A large part of the mourning process is expressing the
feelings of loss; the sense that something that was once
an integral part of our identity has been taken away and
we are now “less.”

That is why Judaism’s mandated period of
mourning over the loss of one’s closest relatives (known
as shiva) is so important. It is a time when family and
friends converge and visit the bereaved to express their
shared sorrow and pain, a practice called “nichum
aveilim — comforting the mourners.” The goal of the visit
is to let the mourner feel connected to more people —
sources of life and energy — which can help alleviate the
pain of being severed from someone close to them.

Although mourning is initially a period of
darkness and pain, this process of redefinition is also the
beginning of a passage towards the light and healing.
This communal connection is crucial to a person’s ability
to restore their spirit and begin to heal. Being there for
them helps them in this process of redefining themselves
and facilitates a path to move forward.

This Shabbat — the Shabbat after Tisha B’Av —
is called Shabbat Nachamu, meaning the Shabbat of
Comfort. It is named after the first words of the haftarah
(a reading from the scriptures that is read in synagogue
after the weekly Torah portion). This week’s haftarah
comes from Isaiah 40, and begins, “Nachamu, nachamu,
ami — Be comforted, be comforted, My people.” This
prophecy from the Almighty brings comfort and provides
some relief. Knowing that the Almighty is ever present in
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our lives and that He has not forsaken us is the very
definition of being “connected.”

Shabbat Nachamu is no ordinary Shabbat; this
Shabbat fosters comfort and relief and there is a tradition
of treating it almost like a holiday. The sages (see Ritva
on Ta’anit 30a), say that the food we eat on this Shabbat
should be extra special — like that of a festival. This is the
first of seven Shabbats of consolation, but the only one
that has this special elevated status.

Fittingly, this week’s Torah portion contains what
may very well be the most famous and important verse
in Judaism known as the “shema.”

“Hear, O lIsrael; The Lord our God is One Lord;”

This verse is a centerpiece of the morning and
evening prayer services and encapsulates the
monotheistic essence of Judaism. Indeed, this succinct
statement has become so central to the Jewish people
and is also the climax of Ne’ilah, the final prayers on the
holiest day of the year — Yom Kippur. This prayer is
recited every night before one goes to sleep and is also
traditionally the last words of a Jew as he prepares to
leave this world.

The shema is not just a statement of theology;
it's a statement of identity and existence. If one’s self-
definition is based on finite things like wealth, career, or
the physical body, then one is merely a finite being.

However, one who defines his existence through
a connection to the Almighty, the Torah, and the Jewish
people is defining himself by something eternal. A Jew
dies with the shema on his lips because at that moment
he is affirming that his entire life was about something
infinite — the mission to be an ambassador for the
Almighty and to tether his identity to the eternal destiny
of the nation.

The shemaencapsulates Judaism’s
understanding of the essence of the Almighty, and how
everything in creation is ultimately connected and unified
in His singularity. The very structure of this verse is
burned into the Jewish psyche from a young age.

One of the most well-known builders of Jewish
schools and communities in the 20th century was Rabbi
Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman, also known as the
Ponevezer Rov. He was a brilliant scholar with an
endless devotion and commitment to the Jewish people.
After World War 1l he traveled the world over to rebuild
what was lost, and the stories surrounding his exploits
are legendary.

One such story: Shortly after the war ended,
Rabbi Kahaneman travelled to Europe to gather Jewish
orphans and take them home to Israel. Many Jewish
children had been entrusted to local convents or
Christian orphanages by their doomed parents who were
being deported to the death camps, and the local priests
and nuns were loath to give them up.

In one orphanage, the priest in charge told Rabbi
Kahaneman that there were no Jewish children present.
Undeterred, Rabbi Kahaneman stood in front of the
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orphans and called out in a booming voice the “Shema
Yisrael” prayer and immediately young children, who’d
last heard those holy words years before as their parents
tucked them into bed, began crying and calling out
“‘Mama! Papa!” Rabbi Kahaneman triumphed and
reclaimed many orphans and brought them to Israel.
Their remembrance of this essential prayer ultimately led
them to new lives in Israel.

Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl has
sold more than twelve million copies worldwide. Frankl
describes his experiences in the Nazi concentration
camps, but more than his travails, he writes as a
psychologist about what provided him with the strength
to survive.

Frankl poignantly describes how prisoners who
gave up on life and hope for a future were inevitably the
first to die. They died less from lack of food than from
lack of something for which to live. By contrast, Frankl
kept himself alive by thinking of his wife and dreaming of
lecturing about how his experiences reinforced what was
already a central part of his thesis before entering the
camps — that the primary motivational force of every
person is a search for meaning.

Frankl's autobiographical memoir is followed by
an outline of his therapeutic doctrine of curing the soul
by finding meaning in life. His theory gains credence
from the backdrop of his personal experiences in the
concentration camps and how he found meaning while
confronting his suffering.

After arriving at Auschwitz, Frankl was stripped
of his most precious possession — a manuscript that was
his life’'s work, which he had hidden in his coat pocket
and viewed as his “mental child.” Realizing that the odds
of his survival were small, “no more than one in twenty-
eight,” he had what he describes as “perhaps his
deepest experience in the concentration camps.”

“l had to undergo and overcome the loss of my
mental child. And now it seemed as if nothing and no one
would survive me; neither a physical nor a mental child
of my own. So, | found myself confronted with the
question whether under such circumstances my life was
ultimately void of meaning.

“‘Not yet did | notice that an answer to this
question with which | was wrestling so passionately was
already in store for me, and that soon thereafter this
answer would be given to me. When | arrived | had to
surrender my clothes and, in turn, | inherited the worn-
out rags of an inmate who had already been sent to the
gas chamber [...]. Instead of the many pages of my
manuscript, | found in a pocket of the newly acquired
coat one single page torn out of a Hebrew prayer book,
containing the most important Jewish prayer, the ‘Shema
Yisroel” How should | have interpreted such a
‘coincidence’ other than as a challenge to live my
thoughts instead of merely putting them on paper?”
Then, in the concluding sentence of this best-selling
book, which has been translated into twenty-four
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languages, Frankl again draws on this timeless
proclamation of faith: “Our generation is realistic, for we
have come to know man as he really is. After all, man is
that being who invented the gas chambers of Auschwitz;
however, he is also that being who entered those gas
chambers upright with the Lord’s Prayer — the Shema
Yisroel on his lips.”

This understanding, that we are all ultimately
connected and that everything in the universe is joined
through the absolute singularity of the Almighty, is where
we must draw our strength to heal and move forward.
May it be the will of the Almighty that all those who have
suffered losses find hope and consolation, and that our
splintered communities become unified and whole once
again. Amen. © 2026 Rabbi Y. Zweig & shabbatshalom.org

SHLOMO KATZ
Hama'ayan

€E ou shall love Hashem, your Elokim, with all
'‘Levavcha' / your heart..." (6:5) Noting the
Torah's use of "Levavcha" ("2a%"), instead of
the simpler "Libcha" ("727"), the Mishnah (Berachot 9:4)
interprets: "With both your inclinations -- the Yetzer
Ha'tov / good inclination and Yetzer Ha'ra / evil
inclination."

R' Zvi Binyamin Auerbach z"l (1808-1872; rabbi
of Halberstadt, Germany) explains: Rambam z"l notes in
his work Shemoneh Perakim (ch.6) that there is a debate
amongst philosophers whether it is preferable to have no
temptation to sin in the first place or to be tempted, but
to toil to overcome that temptation. The Torah's
viewpoint, Rambam concludes, is that it depends on the
type of sin. If something is inherently wrong--for
example, murder, stealing, or cheating--it is preferable to
have no temptation. But, if something is wrong only
because the Torah prohibits it--for example, eating pork
or wearing Sha'atnez--the proper attitude is: "I would
love to do it, but what can | do? G-d said no!"

This, writes R' Auerbach, is alluded to in our
verse: Love Hashem with your good inclination--i.e.,
when right versus wrong is obvious, serve Hashem
because it is "right." And, love Hashem with your evil
inclination--i.e., by subduing the Yetzer Ha'ra when the
only reason for doing so is because of G-d's command.
(Cheil Ha'tzava) © 2020 S. Katz & torah.org




