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Can Humanity Crown God? 
Rabbi David Aaron 

 
The Kabbala teaches, “There is no king without a nation”(Kad Hakemach Rosh 
Hashana 2). This point requires deep exploration especially on Rosh Hashana when 
we acknowledge God as our King. It may make sense that, in the human world, a 
king is dependent on having subjects who acknowledge his sovereignty. The last 
Emperor of China ceased to be emperor when there were no longer people who 
bowed when he entered the room. Even after the Communist government had exiled 
him, as long as people recognized him and acknowledged him as their sovereign, he 
was, in a very real sense, still a king, albeit without the power to rule. But how can 
God be dependent on human acknowledgment? 

The world that you and I live in is a product of our perception of reality. The 
philosopher Immanuel Kant probed this concept. He asked: Do we see reality or do 
we see our perception of reality? Kant’s answer, of course, is that we do not see 
reality, but only our perception of reality. In other words, is this world reality? No, this 
world is your perception of reality. Therefore, the focus and clarity of your 
consciousness will determine the kind of world you live in. 

Imagine three people sitting right next to each other in a doctor’s waiting room. Are 
they sitting in the same room? Let’s say the first person walked in, and complained, 
“Oh, how small this room is!” The second person entered, and exclaimed, “Look how 
bright this room is.” The third person came in, and thought, Ugh, what a messy room. 
Now, they are sitting inches apart, but they are not in the same room. The first 
person is sitting in a small room, feeling really cramped. The second person is sitting 
in a light room, feeling cheerful. The third person is sitting in a messy room, feeling 
disgusted.  

Essentially, what you see is what you get. The world you live in is a product of what 
you are looking at and are willing to see. Your consciousness of reality determines 
the world you’re in. Your consciousness of God determines how much of the 
presence of God will be allowed into your world. To the extent that you acknowledge 
God, God will be in your life. This is a very crucial idea. Although God exists and 
runs the world, God is not revealed in your perceptual world as such unless you 
actively acknowledge and invite God in. This is our main focus of Rosh Hashana and 
spiritual work. 

Each one of us has a choice. You can believe that this world is a divine kingdom 
filled with the presence of God, the all-good, who cares about it and guides it. Or you 
can believe that this world is one big accident, a chaotic mess. The choice is yours. 
But remember: What you believe creates the world you live in. Will the world you live 
in be a kingdom run by the all-good or a wild jungle?   
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Cain and the Secret of Forgiveness 
Rav Binny Freedman 

 
I remember mostly the sense of anger. How could they do such a thing? How could 
any human being reach such a level? 
 
I recall the moment as if it were yesterday. It was a beautiful afternoon in Jerusalem, 
and the sounds of summer were everywhere. Children were laughing and teenagers 
were giggling, along with the general cacophony of sound that accompanies people 
taking some time in the afternoon for a slice of pizza. 
 
I remember choosing to sit in the back, a seemingly innocuous and insignificant 
decision, and noticing some of the families, and especially the children, occupied 
with ice cream or pizza or getting a seat. 
 
And then in the middle of a mouthful of baked ziti, I recall, as if it were happening 
right now, the horrendous explosion that tore through the air, shattering all of the 
beautiful moments in Jerusalem that afternoon. 
 
I remember the moment of pure confusion, as the heart refuses to accept what the 
mind already knows. I remember the moment of indecision, as those few of us 
spared in the back struggled with whether to move out through the front, risking a 
possible second bomb, or stay in the rear in a room without doors or windows, and 
risk being trapped by the fire and smoke that was raging in the front. 
 
Most of all, though, I will remember forever the moment of horror as we walked into 
the front of Sbarro’s that day. How many shattered dreams lay exposed on the 
ground? How many stories begun would never end? 
 
How could a human being, walk into such a scene, full of women and children, and 
do such a thing? There is a pure, raw, unadulterated anger that rages within, just 
waiting to burst forth. But sometimes you know you can’t let the emotions flow too 
freely or they will overtake all that you are. So you put it away for another time and 
another place. 
 
How does one not feel an intense sense of anger watching human beings with all 
their dreams and thoughts, loves and hopes, killed in such a horrendous fashion? 
 
And what horrible person, ideology or belief could want such a scene to unfold? 
 
How does one take this all in, without experiencing a deep sense of almost 
overpowering anger? And isn’t it right to feel such anger? And isn’t it even a little 
unhealthy to deny such anger? 
 
If this year, on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, we are meant to find and give 
forgiveness, are we ready to forgive all this pain, and all this anger? Need we? 
Should we?  
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There is a certain madness to it all. How did we get to such a place? How came we 
to see human beings flying planes into buildings and carrying bombs into pizza 
stores? How can anyone not see this as madness? 
 
Cain and Abel. First brothers; first sons; first family; one would have imagined a 
beautiful story. There were, after all, if we accept the Biblical story at face value, only 
the two of them in the entire world. 
 
And yet something goes tragically wrong. And in a lonely, wind-swept field, one 
brother stands over another, rock in hand, and the earth is soaked in blood. 
 
Looking carefully at the Biblical story in the fourth chapter of Bereishit, one notes a 
rather glaring omission in the narrative of the story. 
 
Cain is a farmer; Abel a shepherd. Cain brings a sacrifice; Abel follows suit. 
Something is lacking in Cain’s sacrifice, and God makes this abundantly clear. 
 
Jealous of Abel, and his closer relationship with God, Cain is upset, and God actually 
offers warning. And then, everything stops.  

 
“And Cain said to Abel his brother; And it was, when they were in the field, 
and Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him.” (Bereishit 4:8) 
 
Six words (in Hebrew) that would change history forever; Violence enters the world. 
Murder, anger, hate, argument, strife; in one terrible moment the world changes 
forever, and a brother lies dead. 
 
Did you ever wonder what terrible argument could have precipitated this terrible 
conclusion? What heated debate, what passionate argument, could have caused 
Cain to kill his own brother, his only brother, one of only four people in the world? 
 
Incredibly, the text leaves out this most important part of the story! 
 
The Torah states that Cain spoke to Abel, and the next words we read, are that Cain 
kills Abel. But the verse neglects to share with us just what it was that Cain said! 
What did they actually argue about? What terrible words ended in blood? How could 
the Torah leave this out? 
 
The greatest soap opera ever written, and certainly the first murder-mystery ever 
conceived, and somehow the most powerful scene, indeed the climax, of the entire 
story is forgotten? 
 
Perhaps that is precisely the point; maybe the Torah is telling us it doesn’t matter.  
 
There is something inherently illogical at the root of all conflict. We should not make 
the mistake of assuming there is a logical explanation that lies behind one man’s 
enmity to another. If there are only two brothers in the world, and one could actually 
kill another, leaving himself alone, then there can be no reasonable explanation. And 
after all, aren’t we all brothers and sisters? 
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Ultimately, at the root of all conflicts, is something inherently illogical. When we really 
stop to think about it, does it make any sense to be angry with another human 
being? Does anybody gain? Is there any value to all the little (and sometimes not so 
little) resentments and petty peeves we hang onto? 
 
Jewish tradition teaches us that on Yom Kippur, before God, Hashem, will  forgive us 
for our mistakes, we have to forgive each other. Unless we forgive our fellow human 
beings for their mistakes, Hashem will not forgive us our own. Why? What does my 
relationship with God have to do with the annoying fellow down the street who keeps 
taking my parking space? 
 
We make a common mistake in thinking that forgiveness is something I give 
someone else. Actually, forgiveness has very little to do with the other person; 
forgiveness is for me. We need to forgive because its good for us.  
 
Forgiveness, ultimately, is about letting go of anger; to quote a very special friend , 
Rabbi Danny Beller, of blessed memory:  it is the absolute refusal to live in a state of  
ill will. 
 
If I can’t forgive, I am living in (and with) anger and resentment. Holding on to these 
emotions ultimately hurts only myself and those around me. 
 
People sometimes forgive others thinking, “I’m going to educate you”. But real 
forgiveness is the act of educating myself. 
 
Some people even carry deep anger and resentment to others who are already 
dead! Obviously, the other person isn’t the one most affected by such anger. In fact, 
at the root of anger and resentment I feel towards others is really anger I feel 
towards myself. Though difficult to accept, oftentimes we really need to forgive 
ourselves. After all, if I’m focused on your faults, I don’t have to worry about mine. 
 
This may be at the root of the story of Cain and Abel. There is no dialogue between 
the brothers, merely Cain speaking to (literally ‘towards”) Abel. Perhaps the entire 
tragedy of Cain and Abel would have been prevented if Cain and Abel had been able 
to practice a little forgiveness. 
 
Indeed, the Torah doesn’t tell me what was said because in the end, there are no 
words that could ever explain the horror of such an act. At the root of all argument is 
something fundamentally illogical. 
 
Perhaps this is why Hashem holds out on us until we can learn to forgive those 
around us, because we need to do this for ourselves, to move forward, to make the 
world a better place. 
 
There is an ancient art that is gaining popularity in America, known as Feng Shui.  
This is the art of “balancing and harmonizing the flow of natural energies in our 
surroundings to create beneficial effects in our lives”. (Karen Kingston) 
 
One of the ideas of Feng Shui is that the clutter we hang onto, both physically and 
emotionally, blocks us up, and prevents us from experiencing happier, more 
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productive, lives. Often, getting rid of the old junk from our physical space clears us 
up spiritually as well. (In fact, this is the secret of Pesach cleaning!)  
 
As Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur approach, let us take this opportunity to clean out 
all the old clutter lying around draining our energy, and perhaps we can base this 
year on giving and loving, and learning to care for and appreciate all those around 
us.  
 
And as for all that anger? Instead of being angry at whom or what we perceive to be 
responsible for what has happened, perhaps our challenge is to deal with what we , 
here and now, can do to be sure it never happens again. 
 
May Hashem bless us all this year to find the strength to make this a better world, 
where children can share ice cream in the afternoon sunshine, without worrying 
about whether they will get to the bottom of the cone. 
 
Wishing all of you and us; all people everywhere, a sweet, wonderful year, full of 
blessing and joy, and the opportunity to achieve our dreams. 
 
Be’Birchat Ketiva Ve’Chatima Tova, Ve’ Shana Metuka , 
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Repenting for Old Sins 
Rav Yitzchak Blau 

 
Our Rabbis taught: “As for the sins which one has confessed on one Day of 
Atonement, he should not confess them on another Day of Atonement; but if 
he repeated them, then he should confess them, on another Day of 
Atonement — And if he had not committed them again, yet confessed them 
again, then it is with regard to him that Scripture says: ‘As a dog that returns 
to his vomit, so is a fool that repeats his folly’ (Mishlei 26:11)”. R. Eliezer b. 
Yaakov said: “He is the more praiseworthy, as it is said: ‘For I know my 
transgressions, and my sin is even before me’ (Tehillim 51:5)”.  (Yoma 86b) 
 
The Sages debate whether or not a person who has already accomplished a 
successful repentance for particular sins should still confess those sins each 
subsequent Yom Kippur.  What is the logic of each position? Rashi says that a 
person always remains under confident if he or she has truly repented adequately. 
Indeed, the verse in Tehillim cited by R. Eliezer support of this position comes from a 
chapter conveying King David’s feelings in the wake of the Batsheva episode.  We 
can imagine Dovid Hamelekh constantly unsure if he had truly atoned for his 
grievous transgression.       
 
Rabbeinu Yonah (Sha’arei Teshuva 4:21) cites three different explanations for the 
opposing position. Someone who engages in annual confession for the same sins 
may convey that God does not truly forgive sins, a theologically problematic 
message. Rashi spoke positively about a lack of confidence but perhaps a religious 
person should have confidence both in his own repentance and in divine grace, 
Secondly, focusing on previous years’ sins may be a way of avoiding one’s current 
moral and religious shortcomings. Finally, this posture may actually reflect 
arrogance. Confessing sins from a decade ago communicates that one has done 
nothing seriously wrong since.  
 
These arguments appear fairly strong. Is there a way to justify the other opinion 
while accounting for Rabbeinu Yonah’s three points?  Rav Tzadok HaKohen from 
Lublin offers a profound understanding of the other position (Tzidkat Hatzaddik 
134).  A person who grows and develops becomes capable of deeper levels of 
repentance.  Thus, an individual who successfully repented from and ceased a 
negative practice can still arrive at a higher level of teshuva in the following years.  
Perhaps someone overcame an anger problem at the age of twenty but only fully 
appreciates the corrosive nature of anger at the age of fifty.   
 
Such appreciation can energize a person towards greater levels of character and 
performance.  If so, it behooves him to return and repent once again.  Yet this 
repeated repentance is not a statement of under confidence in divine forgiveness, a 
repudiation of previous repentance, or an arrogant assertion that one has not sinned 
since.  Rather, it is the realization of the positive work remaining to be done with the 
transgressions of the past.   
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Rosh Hashana – Day of Miracles through our Tefilla 
Rav Moish Kornblum 

 
Rosh Hashana is widely known as the beginning of the New Year. It’s also known as 
the Day of Judgement. What we often overlook is that it’s also the Day of Prayer. 
 
However, everyday is a day of Tefilla. So are we just saying that Rosh Hashana is 
just more so? Yes and No. 
 
Because Rosh Hashana is a day that has been laid down since the beginning of time 
as a day of prayer; but not only that. It’s a day of sincere prayer being accepted.  It’s 
an amazing idea that out of tragedy can come something positive; even something 
inspirational. Out of the Sin of the Golden Calf came Yom Kippur and the beautiful, 
indispensable ideas of Teshuva and Forgiveness.  
 
According to our tradition the Sin of Adam and Chava (Eve) took place on Rosh 
Hashana 5778 years ago. The Gemara says (Sanhedrin 38b) that the sin of eating 
from the Etz HaDa'at (Tree of Knowledge) was committed on the very first day that 
they were created and already on that day they were removed from Gan Eden 
(Garden of Eden). 
 
However, they were forgiven, which we know from the Torah 
 
 “But as of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, you must not eat of it; for on the 
day that you would eat of it – you will die”.  (Bereishit 2:17)   
 
And while there are many Midrashic opinions of what the phrase “for on the day that 
you would eat of it – you will die” means, it seems to me they were obviously spared 
by Hashem. And we know that ever since that day, Rosh Hashana has been a day of 
acceptance of Prayers.   
 
This is taught to us so beautifully by the famous passage in the Gemara (Rosh 
Hashana 11a-b), where we learn that many Tefillot of our greatest ancestors were 
answered on Rosh Hashana. 
 
1. On Rosh Hashana Yosef (Joseph) was freed from prison after 12 years.  
2. Rosh Hashana in the Year 2448 marked the beginning of the end of Slavery 

in Egypt.  Why?  Because as we see in the Torah,  (Shemot 2:23-24) 
 

ה׃ ים ִמן־ָהֲעֹבָדֵֽ ם ֶאל־ָהֱאֹלִהָ֖ ַעל ַשְוָעָתֵ֛ קּו ַוַת֧ ה ַוִיְזָעָ֑ ל ִמן־ָהֲעֹבָדָ֖ ֵ֛ י־ִיְשָראֵּ ֵֽ ָאְנ֧חּו ְבנֵּ ים  ַויֵּ ע ֱאֹלִהָ֖ ֶאת־ַוִיְשַמַ֥
ב׃ ת־ַיֲעֹקֵֽ ק ְוֶאֵֽ ם ֶאת־ִיְצָחַ֥ ר ֱאֹלִהי֙ם ֶאת־ְבִרי֔תֹו ֶאת־ַאְבָרָהָ֖ ם ַוִיְזֹכֹּ֤  ַנֲאָקָתָ֑

“And the Israelites were groaning under the bondage and they cried out (to 
Hashem) and their outcry went up to God from the Labor. Hashem heard their 
cry and remembered his Covenant with Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov.” 
 

3. Rachel's prayer for a child was answered. 
4. Acceptance of Prayers is also the topic of our Leining (Torah Reading) and 

Haftorah this morning.  Sara's and Chana’s prayers were both answered on 
Rosh Hashana.   
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Sara was answered with the birth of Yitzchak (Isaac) and Chana with the birth of 
Shmuel (Samuel) the Prophet.  But what was so special about Sara and Chana that 
their prayers were answered?  Their beautiful character.   
 
Both of them wanted children, but why did they want children?  After all it was 
Sarah’s idea to marry her maidservant, Hagar, to Avraham and Chana has plenty of 
love from her husband Elkana “Am I not better to you then 10 children” (Shmuel I 
1:8) he asks.  
 
They both (Sara and Chana) wanted children, not for themselves, but to bring up 
children who would light up the world, who would bring Torah to all of us 
 
So that brings up a central theme for us today: 
What are WE praying for?  
 
Rashi on Shemot 15:2 cites the Mekhilta in recounting the amazing miracle at the 
splitting of the Red Sea: “what a maidservant saw at the splitting of the Red Sea, not 
even Yechezkel ben Buzi (The Prophet Ezekiel) merited to see. Such was the 
revelation at the Yam Suf.”  
 
I once heard a wonderful interpretation of this Midrash quoted in the name of Rav 
Chaim Shmulevitz – Rosh Yeshiva of the famous Mir Yeshiva  
 
He wrote: but – she remained a maidservant. And Yechezkel became one of the 
greatest Prophets and Leaders ever.   
 
Why?  Because even inspirational moments need something to back then up.  
Incredible highs and lows – we forget after a while- the maidservant (representing all 
of us to be honest) couldn't take that experience and continue with it - that’s human 
nature. It’s why so often our “New Year’s Resolutions” (whether on January 1 or on 
Rosh Hashana) are often dropped in a very short time and forgotten totally soon 
afterwards. 
 
So, the main question is how do we translate this incredible feeling we have on Rosh 
Hashana? How can we succeed in getting it to last? 
 
We take on a Kabbalah – (specific resolutions and commitments) similar to the way 
the Jewish people did in the time of Mordechai and Esther; (see Megillat Esther 
8:16-17 and then 9:23 and 9:27).  
 
And the time to do it is today. Inspire yourselves. 
 
Prayer can change the world, all the more so when it's backed up with Emunah 
(Faith).  Faith in Hashem and faith in ourselves to follow through in our commitments 
we undertake to start making our prayers come true. 
 
I wish you all Strength and Bracha, in your Tefilla, in your Ma'asim Tovim (Acts of 
Goodness) and in your Emuna. Shana Tova! 
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A Thought in Honor of the Days of Awe 
Rav Dovid'l Weinberg 

 
I. Introduction  

As אלול and השנה  ראש  slide into the foreground of our lives, the King of kings will re-
enter our siddurim with added force. In the weeks ahead, we will recite pages upon 
pages of סליחות, make additions to שמונה עשרי, and declare a myriad of אבינו מלכינו’s 
all laced with explicit and implicit references to Hashem as “The” quintessential מלך, 
King of the Universe. The third Rebbe of Lubavitch, the Tzemach Tzedek, would call 
the week after Rosh Hashana the ‘Karanatzia Vuch’ (‘The Week of the 
Coronation’)—but we are very distant from understanding the notion of Hashem’s 
Kingship? Indeed, what should it mean to us? 

An extraordinary episode found in the Gemara, ( מסכת עבודה זרה).סה  may shed some 
light on this enigmatic theme of מלכות, Kingship! 

II. The Gemara (a story) 

“The great Talmudic sage, Rava, was acquainted with a gentile by the name of Bar 
Sheishach. On a particular day, Rava went to visit Bar Sheishach, and found him 
sitting up to his neck in a bath filled with rose petals, imbibing food and drink, and 
surrounded by women, who were – delicately put – the opposite of dressed! As a 
startled Rava turned to leave, Bar Sheishach tauntingly wondered aloud, ‘So Rabbi, 
do your people have anything like this in your religion, or even in your World to 
Come?!’ Rava merely smiled, his back now facing Bar Sheishach, and said, 
“No…we have better!!!”  

Seeing the puzzled look on Bar Sheishach’s face, Rava continued, ‘Bar Sheishach, 
you will never truly enjoy the pleasures in which you seek to indulge, because you 
constantly have the fear of the king upon you. We, however, do not have the fear of 
the king upon us.’ Having barely gotten the words, “But…I have no reason to fear the 
king” out of his mouth, an officer arrived, calling on Bar Sheishach to travel to Rome 
by order of the Emperor. A now bewildered Bar Sheishach, realizing Rava’s true 
greatness, jumped up and proclaimed, ‘May the eyes of the enemies of the Jews fall 
out of their sockets.’ Rava responded ‘Amen,’ and Bar Sheishach’s eyes 
instantaneously popped out their sockets!” (Avoda Zara 85a) 

III. Not Just a Story 

The Maharal, (like the Ein Yaakov before him, and the Maharsha after him) taught us 
that the Aggadot (stories) of the Gemara are not mere fairy-tales to be taken lightly. 
On the contrary, they contain the deepest and most profound truths that this world 
has to offer; no detail is extra, no word futile. So let us attempt, with the help of 
Heaven, to untangle the mystery of this most delicious piece of Torah, one detail at a 
time: 

Bar Sheishach. What compelled our sages to abandon the prevailing attitude of  שם
ירקב )משלי, י:ז(רשעים  , “the names of the evil people should be blotted out,” in favor of 

mentioning the name of this evil idolater? [To be sure, in a juxtaposed passage, the 
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Talmud relates a similar anecdote without mentioning the name of its gentile 
protagonist.]  

Perhaps the following Talmudic passage can shed some light of this atypical turn of 
policy. The Gemara conveys that when a Torah Scholar would pass away in בבל 
(Babylonia), they would eulogize him in Tiberias (the center of Torah learning at the 
time) with the words, “He was great in ששך and he had a great name in רקת.” 
(Megillah 6a) 
 
Using a system called בש-את , where letters of the Aleph Beis are replaced by their 
polar opposites [for example, the first letter, “א” is switched with the last letter, “ת” 
and so on,] Rashi explains that the word ששך, is really a code word for בבל, 
Babylonia.  This code actually appears in Tanakh; Yirmiyahu 25:26 refers to Bavel 
as  ששך.  
 
And so, if a persons name represents his essence [see Berachot (7b); Yoma (83b); 
Tanchuma (Ha’azinu, 7); Rabbeinu Bachya (Bereishit, 2:19); Noam Elimelech 
(Bamidbar), etc.] then the name Bar Sheishach (son of Babylonia), connotes a 
person whose moral DNA and general weltanschauung lies perfectly in tune with that 
of his spiritual father, the nation of בבל, a nation whose national anthem extols the 
virtue of conspicuous consumption: “'Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die” 
(Ta’anit, 11a).  
 
Fear of the King. A second peculiarity needs elucidation as well: namely, Rava’s 
rejoinder that, “You constantly have the fear of the king upon you, but we do not 
have the fear of the king upon us” seems odd. Consider however, that the saintly 
Chofetz Chaim was fond of telling his students that it is “Good to work for the King.” 
If all of our actions are for the sake of Heaven, we are neither taxed for our supplies, 
nor tolled for our use of His bridges and highways; our food, clothing and shelter 
disappear with the mere swipe of the “company credit card,” and our business 
becomes company business. Indeed, one who works for the King, need not fear 
Him; on the contrary, he may lean on Him for support. 
 
Eyes. Our eyes are our portholes to the world. They are the way we perceive and 
identify the world around us. But they are yet more: they are the way we judge, 
arbiter and moderate the way we interact with the world around us; how we choose 
to indulge in the physical, how we initiate a sanctification of the profane. 

III. Putting it All Together 

It is not by mere chance that a man named Bar Sheishach (the son of Babylonia), 
espoused a hard line view of hedonistic indulgence. Nor is it coincidence that he was 
schooled by a great Jewish sage in the art of holy indulgence in the physical. The 
Jewish people shout to the world that, “Yes, we have better!” We engage the 
physical world with a different set of eyes, choosing to make Berachot over food, 
drink and fragrance. We endow relationships between men and women with a sense 
of Kiddushin (sanctity). We are the servants who work for the King! In this 
‘Karanatzia Vuch’ (Week of the Coronation), as Yom Kippur closes in, may all of our 
physical actions be for the sake of Heaven. 
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Seeing Beneath the Surface 

Max Helfand (Orayta Year 8) 
 
The month of Elul calls out for a transformative spiritual journey to prepare us for 
Rosh Hashana, the Ten Days of Teshuva and Yom Kippur. The foundation of this 
process is teshuva, a word that derives from the Hebrew root shuv, which means to 
return. Elul is when we are meant to return to our truest selves - to become more in 
tune, and align our actions with the core of who we are. But who are we? 
 
In his sicha, Faith of a Chasid, Rav Moshe Weinberger points out that we can 
choose to define ourselves in one of two ways. The first is mi’lemata lema’la (“from 
the bottom up”) - based on strengths and weaknesses, jobs, thoughts, desires and 
past actions. However, Rav Weinberger points out that, “As long as I define myself 
by my strengths and weaknesses, then I’m limiting myself to the garments of who I 
am.” According to this perspective, the defining aspects of individuality are qualities 
apparent at surface level. What sets me apart is mostly visible to others and includes 
things such as personality, choice of clothing, social circles, hobbies, and sometimes 
desires and thoughts, if I choose to share them.  
 
However, the problem with defining myself this way is that these qualities do not truly 
encapsulate me. For instance, if I sustained a leg injury and could no longer play 
sports I would lose a personal strength but still retain the core of who I am. Similarly, 
if my thoughts and desires change, I would experience the world in a new way and 
act differently, but I cannot deny that I would still be me. There is something sacred 
at the root of an individual’s soul that no physical or mental change can take away. 
Remove the surface level garments and we are still our same selves at the core. 
 
The alternative way we can define ourselves, Rav Weinberger explains, is by seeing 
ourselves as Hashem sees us – beyond the garments as our truest selves. Rav 
Weinberger tells a story about Rav Shlomo of Bobov to illustrate this point: 
 
When the Bobover Rebbe moved to New York after the Shoah, his community 
struggled to gather a minyan on Shabbat. One Friday afternoon, just shy of a 
minyan, the Bobover Rebbe called out to a man walking down the street. The man 
introduced himself as Moshe, and once he and the Rebbe began talking, the Rebbe 
realized Moshe was also a survivor. His style of clothing suggested that he was not 
religiously observant, and when asked if he would join the minyan, Moshe refused. 
Eventually, they made a deal: Moshe would join as long as he could lead the 
minyan.  
 
The next week Moshe returned to lead Friday night Davening, and he came back 
every week until he became the regular Chazan on Friday evenings. Then, one week 
Moshe did not show up. The Rebbe refused to begin Kabbalat Shabbat without 
Moshe, so he sent his son to find him. Not to the son’s surprise, he found Moshe 
smoking a cigarette in the middle of Manhattan. He returned to inform his father that 
Moshe was violating the laws of Shabbat. Upon hearing the news, the Rebbe 
replied, “No. That’s not Moshe. Moshe doesn’t smoke cigarettes on Shabbat. Go get 
me Moshe.” 
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When the Bobover Rebbe saw Moshe, he did not look at him by his garments. He 
was aware that Moshe did not want to outwardly identify as a Jew, but he also 
realized that smoking on Shabbat and the clothing were layers. The Rebbe dared to 
see through the fronts Moshe put up and realized that he still wanted to have a 
connection. The Rebbe saw the essence of a man holy and pure. 
 
The idea of seeing beyond the surface is part of an ongoing Jewish conversation. It 
arises as a fundamental teaching of Pirkei Avot, a classic book of Jewish ethics: 
“Yehoshua Ben Perachya omer... dan et kol ha’adam lekaf zekhut” - “Yehoshua Ben 
Perachya would say... ‘give everyone the benefit of the doubt’” (Avot, 1:6). Rebbe 
Nachman of Breslov expounds on this, writing that we actually have an obligation to 
find the good in others, irrespective of their level of moral aptitude: “Know, that it is 
necessary to judge every person as meritorious. Even if someone is entirely wicked, 
it is necessary to search and find in him some bit of good... and judge him as 
meritorious, by means of this you raise him in truth to the side of merit, and you can 
return him in repentance” (Likutei Maharan, 282:1). 
 
Rebbe Nachman continues to explain that it is not enough to see good in others: we 
also must find good within ourselves. Essentially, we need to view ourselves in the 
same way that the Bobover Rebbe viewed Moshe, and in the same way that 
Hashem looks at us: understanding that we are not defined by our thoughts, desires, 
strengths or weaknesses. At our core we are wholesome. We naturally are good and 
want to do good, even though we’ve made mistakes along the way. If we could look 
at ourselves this way and see beyond our outer garments, imagine how much more 
grounded we would be, and how that could enable us to create meaningful change in 
our lives. 
 
Treating ourselves with dan lekaf zekhut creates a healthy foundation from which we 
can look inside and identify areas where we can improve. It gives us the courage to 
initiate change, because when we see goodness in ourselves we know we can. 
 
However, once we have learned to see ourselves in this way, the battle is only half 
won. As Rebbe Nachman suggests, dan lekaf zekhut must translate into how we 
view others. That is where teshuva comes in. While teshuva emphasizes changing 
ourselves individually, the process simultaneously forces us to think beyond 
ourselves. 
 
Immersed in self-reflection, we confront the sides of us that only we might know. In 
doing so, we are reminded that there is a lot more to us than what people see from 
the outside. The core of dan lekaf zekhut is seeing beyond the surface, recognizing 
that other people are more complex than we realize. While doing teshuva, not only 
do we recognize this fact about ourselves, but we broaden our perspective, realizing 
that Jews around the world are going through the same process. With this in mind, 
we cannot but awaken to the fact each person is far more complex than our 
heuristics and quick judgments allow. 
 
The experience of empathetic teshuva is meaningful only if it translates into our daily 
interactions. When teshuva puts us into the headspace of dan lekaf zekhut we can 
gain a new appreciation for those around us. Instead of fixating on the flaws of 
others, we can seek to find the goodness inside and help bring it out. 



 
 

15 

 
This Elul we can choose to see beyond the surface in ourselves and in others. We 
can use this opportunity to check in with ourselves and align our paths more closely 
with our core goodness. With sensitivity and honest self-reflection, we should merit 
experiencing empathetic teshuva and seeing the world through the lens of dan lekaf 
zekhut. 
  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

After his year at Orayta, Max spent the following two summers working at 
Camp Ramah in California, where he was a counselor for incoming ninth 

graders. This past summer he also taught a class to incoming tenth 
graders, combining different perspectives from the Mussar Movement with 

findings from modern fields of Psychology. Drawing on his experiences at 

Yeshiva, Max believes in keeping in touch with his campers even after the 
Summer. He sends them a weekly message before Shabbat with some 

words of inspiration on the Parsha. 
 

He is now entering his Second year at Washington University in St. Louis. 
Last year he hosted a Heart-to-Heart Shabbat dinner for 19 guests in his 

dorm, ran Kumzitz’s, started a Jewish book club on Campus, and 
organized the only daily Mincha Minyan for the University’s students. This 

year he is co-Head of Orthodox Minyan and plays on the school’s Club 
Baseball and Ultimate Frisbee teams.  

 
“Looking back, what I appreciate most about Orayta is the way it taught 

me to think. My experience at Orayta imparted more than just concepts - 
it gave me a new lens through which to see the world. I learned that 

every act, no matter how small or trivial, can have a larger underlying 

meaning. 
 

After leaving Orayta one of the things I missed most was the tradition 
of Monday Mussar talks from the Rebbeim, so I worked with Rav Shulman 

(The Orayta Alumni Rebbe to start an alumni Mussar program. Now, 
every week one of the Orayta Rebbeim sends a five-minute Mussar vort 

via video recording to a group chat with Orayta alumni. The alumni 
Mussar has been a great way for all of us to stay connected and also 

ground myself in a teaching for the week.”   
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What are these Days really all about? 
Jordan Cohen (Orayta Year 9) 

 
Masechet Rosh Hashana contains one of the most famous sugyas in all of Shas: Do 
Mitzvot need Kavanah? Does one need to have the intent to perform a Mitzva in 
order to fulfill his obligation? (Rosh Hashana 28b) 
 
Essentially, this is a debate about what is the purpose of a Mitzva itself: Is it to 
elevate our own being, or to bring a little more light into the world around us? In other 
words, do we perform Mitzvot to make ourselves a holier people or the make the 
world a holier place? If they’re for ourselves, we must be conscious of the action and 
have Kavana. And if they’re for the world, then maybe all that matters is the action 
getting done. 
 
This a very complex topic, but the general conclusion is that most Mitzvot do not 
require Kavanah, which would imply that most Mitzvot are primarily for bettering the 
world. There are a few exceptions, one of which being the Mitzva of blowing the 
Shofar on Rosh Hashana. 
 
Now, suppose it’s the first night of Pesach, but you have no idea, and you’re taking a 
stroll down your block when suddenly, a piece of Matza flies into your mouth! That’s 
a Mitzva (according to the Rambam Hilchot Chametz U’Matza 6:3) - even if you 
thought you swallowed a bug! 
 
Or let’s say it’s the first night of Sukkot, and you’re looking for a warm place to eat 
your dinner, and you happen upon a hut (that’s really a Sukkah - but you have no 
clue about the holiday) and you sit down in this hut and eat your sandwich - that’s a 
Mitzva! 
 
But let’s say you’re walking by a Shul, it’s the first day of Rosh Hashana, and you 
hear the Shofar, and think nothing of it. That…is not a Mitzva. 
 
So why is Shofar so special that it requires the listener to recognize what he’s doing? 
Many reasons are given, but I think it simply has to do with the purpose of the 
Mitzva, which is to awaken the soul to return, to do Teshuva. That is, after all, the 
goal of Elul and the 10 Days of Teshuva. The Shofar is simply a vehicle for stirring 
these feelings within us. Therefore, we have to be conscious of the blasts in order to 
be moved by them. 
 
But the Gemara doesn’t stop there. It brings up a case where the listener had full 
intent, but the Shofar blower did not. The Gemara rules that in such a case, the 
listener did not fulfill the Mitzva. Apparently, there is a new category of Kavana that 
comes into play when one performs a Mitzva for others, one that requires both the 
performer’s and receiver’s intent. 
 
Why is this so? Both the blower and the listener gained something spiritually by 
recognizing the blasts. Why does it matter that the blower has Kavanah for the 
listeners?  
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Perhaps this concept could teach us an insight into what Shofar, and these High 
Holidays, are really all about. From the first day of Elul, until the very end of the Neila 
Services of Yom Kippur, we constantly reflect on our actions of the past year and try 
to figure out how to refine ourselves for the coming year. But is it really about us as 
individuals? 
 
You see, a simple way that the Shofar blower can guarantee that no one ever 
misses out on the Mitzva is to have in mind that whoever is listening, no matter if the 
blower can see them or if he knows them, is fulfilling the Mitzva through him. With 
this in mind, we can avoid situations of an individual having Kavana but still not 
fulfilling his Mitzva. Essentially, Shofar is designed to be a compassionate act. 
 
And that’s what these days are really about. Yes, it’s important to focus on own lives 
during these days. But it’s perhaps just as important to be aware of the needs of 
those around us. Whether it’s for our family, friends, mentors, or people we 
encounter here and there, we must each strive to always help, care for, and respect 
those around us. And these acts of kindness will ultimately better ourselves and our 
world. 
 
Wishing you all a spiritual and meaningful High Holidays and Shana Tova U’Metuka! 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Jordan is a first year student studying Computer Science at Johns Hopkins 
University. 

 
“Each and every day, I’m learning about the Jewish community here at 

Hopkins and working to help it thrive, whether by attending daily minyan 
or just sharing the light of Torah to students I meet every day. I could not 

do it without Orayta guidance and support. Last year at Yeshivat Orayta 
and had the most amazing experience of my life.  

 
One leadership quality Orayta instilled in me is confidence. I was nervous 

about wearing a kippa in public, but here in University I decided to take 

pride in my Judaism, hoping that people would always recognize me as a 
representative for Judaism. Students here really respect and even inquire 

about my religious garb, which in turn leads to a discussion with them 
about some of the many beautiful ideas I learned at Orayta. I look 

forward to spreading the light throughout the next four years and 
beyond.”  
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The Freedom to Serve 
Noam Kaplan (Orayta Year 9) 

 
Tradition has it that on Rosh Hashana our fate for the following year is written down 
and on Yom Kippur it is sealed. While this imagery is meant to remind us of a human 
court, we must know that Hashem judges based on truth and infinite good, while 
human court judges based on a set of laws. Hashem’s court is not about creating a 
well ordered society like an earthly court, but rather about judging our choices.  But 
what if our choice isn’t our own? Can Hashem judge a person for a choice he did not 
make? The answer seems to be a unanimous no.  Even those who say that our free 
will is limited admit that reward and punishment for actions can only work if those 
actions were truly our own. True, some people may have easier or more difficult 
choices, but it is the choices we make reacting to the situation, not the situation, that 
we are responsible for. This is why we have the concept of an ‘annoos’ – an 
uncontrollable situation for which we do not punish someone even if it resulted in 
another person’s death!  
 
So clearly free will is key to reward and punishment. But if this is true, why do we 
judge people who made a choice, which was manipulated by Hashem, for instance 
when Hashem hardened Pharaoh’s heart? Was Pharaoh making a choice? Sure. 
But an external force manipulated this choice. Numerous commentaries ask how 
Hashem could judge Pharaoh if he forced Pharaoh’s hand with a hardened heart. 
One way of dealing with this issue is redefining the meaning of “hardening” 
Pharaoh’s heart.  Rav Sa’adia Gaon (Emunot VeDeot, 4:6) and Rav Yitzchak 
Arama (Akeidat Yitzchak Chapter 36) use this approach and define the word 
“harden” to mean “keep Pharaoh alive and well” (Sa’adia) or to “provide relief from 
the plague” (Arama).  
 
Rashi (Commentary on Exodus 7:3), Ramban (Commentary on Exodus 7:3) and 
Rambam (“Eight Chapters”, 91) all take a very different approach. They all agree 
that Pharaoh had his free will taken away from him, and in fact losing free will was 
part of the punishment. Rashi also argues that Hashem can take the free will of 
important people for the greater good – in this case showing Bnei Yisrael all ten 
plagues. Additionally, Rashi claims that Hashem knew that Pharaoh would not 
repent and accept Hashem. Even if he let the Israelites go free, it would be out of 
coercion rather than due to genuine acceptance of Hashem. This interpretation 
implies that Pharaoh’s free will was removed by the plagues, and not by the 
hardening of his heart. In fact, hardening Pharaoh’s heart actually returned his free 
will to him, giving him the opportunity to make the choice, not out of fear or coercion, 
but out of genuine acceptance of Hashem and a willingness to free Bnei Israel.  
 
This approach is to me by far the most fascinating because it sheds new light on 
what free will actually means. According to this approach free will is not freedom 
from Hashem’s control, but rather freedom to do teshuva and choose Hashem’s path 
without coercive influence. As Sforno says “There can be no question that without 
Hashem stiffening Pharaoh’s attitude from time to time, he would have collapsed 
much sooner and would have sent the Israelites on their desired journey.  
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However, this would not have been the result of his repentance and humbling 
himself before the Lord, involving genuine regret about his previous errors, but the 
result of his impotence to withstand the pressure applied to him (Sforno’s 
Commentary on Exodus 7:3).” In other words, Hashem removing the plagues’ 
coercive influence actually gives Pharaoh full free will, because it allows him to make 
a real choice based on knowledge and understanding as to whether or not to accept 
Hashem and repent.  
 
Isaiah Berlin, in his essay “Two Types of Liberty”, recognized two forms of freedom – 
freedom to and freedom from. In a way they are opposites. Freedom from is simply 
the lack of heavenly influence; surely Hashem was limiting Pharaoh's freedom from. 
Freedom to on the other hand is the freedom to make a choice, and when Hashem 
hardened Pharaoh's heart he may have exerted heavenly influence but Pharaoh was 
given the freedom to make an actual choice, in spite of the power of the plagues. At 
least according to Rashi, it seems like our free will doesn’t emerge from lack of 
Hashem’s influence, but rather from our freedom to choose good or to choose bad. 
Hashem may influence the conditions in which we make a decision, but the decision 
itself, to do good or to do bad, is always left up to us. In Egypt, Hashem didn’t want 
Pharaoh to be pressured to do good, but would only accept this decision if it Pharaoh 
really made it on his own.   
 
Today most of us have plenty of freedom from, but we also make most of our 
decisions in large part because of shallow self-interest. Our souls, our essence, our 
tzelem elokim that tells good from bad and lets us choose is often hidden by all the 
external pressures of our physical world. But if we make an effort to limit the affect of 
these pressures, we may lose out on some freedom from, but we will become more 
free to make the real choices and choose good.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
After studying at Orayta, Noam has started his studies in Aerospace 

Engineering at the University of Maryland  
 

“Orayta taught me that asking questions might not always lead to 
answers, but will always lead to a lot very meaningful and fulfilling 

learning, often filled with unexpected discoveries.”  
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Choosing Our Judgment 
Moshe Klein (Orayta Year 8) 

 
There is a famous story in the Gemara which the sages were discussing King 
Menashe and how even though he knew so much Torah, he was so evil. Menashe 
then came to them in a dream and said that if the Rabbis had been living in his time, 
they would be lifting their skirts to run and commit aveirot (sins). (Sanhedrin 101b) 
 
This is not the only incident in the Torah where people are seemingly judged relative 
to their society. Noach was famously deemed a “tzaddik b’dorotav” (Bereishit 6:9) – 
a righteous person in his generation – implying that if he was in a different 
generation he might not have been deemed righteous. While this is very different 
from moral relativism as truth and morality remain constants, it opens a different can 
of worms, which I will call ethical relativism. (For the sake of clarity and brevity, let us 
assume that moral relativism is not a belief consistent with the Torah or Jewish 
philosophy – an assumption, which is, I believe to be very fair). What is right does 
not change. All aveirot are still aveirot - what is wrong, remains wrong. However, 
what is expected, understandable, or appropriate behavior does seem to change 
relative to a local culture – this poses a huge philosophical dilemma. The basis of a 
fair justice system is that it is applied universally and equally. How can there be 
proper reward and punishment if the laws by which they are governed are not clear? 
How can people be judged fairly if standards and expectations apply differently to 
different people? 
 
Apparently, Hashem, and by extension, society can hold different expectations for 
different people. An analogy would be a parent who holds their six year old to a 
different barometer than their sixteen year old. However, if we want to believe that 
this can justify ethical relativism, then we also have to believe that people are not 
truly equal, that some people are like six years old while others are like sixteen years 
old. This would imply that each person has limited potential. While that is a tenable 
position (and does seem to be true within human experience), it is a very pessimistic 
way to think about mankind. Only some people can be great, while others are 
destined for mediocrity is a very uninspiring way to think about the world. 
 
Rather, there is an alternative approach, which I see as both preferable and just as 
true. Defining “rightness” as fulfilling the objective good, we can see there is a 
difference between “rightness” and righteousness. While the situations of Menashe 
and Noach describe people relative to their time, they are not described as right. 
They made mistakes and may not have been as great as they could have been, but 
when we judge them we should also recognize that context is an important part of 
understanding others. It took a lot of courage, energy, and will power to be the 
people they were even though they often did not do the “right” thing. Their relative 
greatness may have been in the fact that they did not always do the wrong thing. 
When it comes to judgment, only Hashem (and courts bestowed with authority by 
Him) judges between “right” and “wrong”, but we as individuals can judge between 
greatness and mediocrity. The former spectrum is static, while the latter measure 
can be adjusted for each person.  
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For example, the Mishna still states that Menashe did not inherit a place in the world 
to come, yet the Rabbis still refer to him as their teacher. Why? Because we are not 
talking about enforcing justice – only choosing the perspective from which we get to 
see others. We can choose to see the context in which other people live and judge 
them accordingly without encountering any philosophical dilemma in executing 
justice. The only thing we are changing is our own perspective, but often, that can 
make all the difference. How we choose to perceive others affects not only our 
perception of humanity, but also our interpersonal relations. If we are willing to look 
at our peers with a mindset of understanding rather than automatic judgment, then 
we can be warmer and kinder people.  
 
This is a powerful lesson for Elul and Tishrei. The Sages are willing to give Menashe 
the context he deserves and judge him accordingly and Hashem is willing to give 
Noach context for us to judge him favorably. So what are we willing to give to our 
friends? Will we judge them in their failings and think about how we would have 
responded, or will we recognize their failings while simultaneously attempting to 
understand why they failed, and how they could still be great even if they aren’t 
right? Hopefully, this year we will all be able to choose the latter and perceive 
everyone as being great even when they aren’t right.   
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moshe Klein is a Third year student at the University of Maryland studying 

Political Science and Economics. Since beginning his time at University, 

Moshe has been involved in various social justice initiatives, interfaith 

work, and even writes for the newspaper. He is also heavily involved in 

Hillel and Jewish life on campus. 

 

“Orayta taught me that being a good person is being principled. It is 

standing up and doing the right thing even when it’s difficult. And its 

making concrete steps to ensure we do the right thing. Whether it’s being 

mekaveh itim (making set times) for Torah or having your friends call you 

out for lashon hara and being okay with it. In the end, we control our 

lives and we get to choose to be the best ovdei (Servants of) Hashem we 

can.”  
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The Call of The Shofar 
Channan Suiza (Orayta Year 6) 

 
As a child, I didn’t really understand the Yamim Noraim (High Holidays). I knew what 
I had to do, and how to do it, but the reasons and meanings behind all the symbolic 
actions were often left unsaid; either due to my teachers’ negligence or to their 
expectation that I already knew what was going on. One thing that always got me 
feeling something though, despite my lack of knowledge or understanding, was the 
shofar blowing during Elul and on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. I was always told 
it was meant to be like an alarm clock for my soul and wake me up spiritually; and I 
felt it. 
 
I was always told to listen to it and never look at it while it was being blown. I was 
told that the Mitzva was about hearing and not seeing. I also always noticed the 
Ba’al Tokei’a (person blowing the shofar) hiding it just before he blew it… a question 
came to mind, if you can’t look at it and you lose it…how do you find it? I decided 
that the best way to find out the answer to all the questions was to be the person 
blowing it. If anyone is going to know, it’s going to be him. After speaking to my dad, 
he said he would teach me. What I found changed the whole experience for me. 
 
The shofar is brought up in the Tanakh a few times. At its first appearance, it is 
blown at Har Sinai as Am Yisrael was receiving the Torah. The loud blasts of the 
shofar echoed with the ear shattering claps of thunder. People’s neshamot (souls) 
ignited at its sound and a lonely nation wandering the desert received their long 
awaited sign from Hashem; a confirmation that it was and will all be worth it.  
 
Their dreary worldviews were shattered by the sound waves, and replaced with 
hope…sincere hope. Their emotional defenses of cynicism, built up after years of 
disappointment, relinquished; they were left open hearted to the options of tomorrow 
brining a better day. This seems to be right idea no? The shofar is the voice of 
Hashem! Amazing! So then why is it rarely used in this context ever again? (The 
giving of the Torah is kind of a once off thing and isn’t so powerful the second time 
round) 
 
Here are some of the uses of the shofar in the Tanach: 

• Signaling and alerting: Ehud and Nechemiah use it to summon their men 
(Shoftim 3:27; Nechemiah 4:12-14). 

• Weapon for frightening the enemy (Shoftim 7:22) 

• Announcing victory (Shmuel A 13:3) 

• Announcing rebellion (Shmuel B 20:1) 

• Cease fighting (Shmuel B 20:22) 

• As a warning sign about approaching enemy (Yirmiyahu 4:21; Hoshea 5:8; 
etc.) 

 
…Its main application is war related. So why blow a horn of war for a full month 
before the New Year, on the New Year and the day we are meant to ask for 
forgiveness? It seems like a passive aggressive message passed down from our 
Sages? Who would have thought a group of (wise beyond our comprehension) old 
Jews could be passive aggressive? (Excessive sarcasm) 
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Rosh Hashana is a time of new beginning, an opportunity to evaluate how we have 
acted in the last year and if we are happy with our own actions. Yom Kippur is the 
opportunity to do real teshuva, forgive ourselves and decide to be better , and Elul is 
a month of preparation.  Where does war fall into all of this? I learnt that it falls in 
perfectly. 
 
“Who is strong? One who overpowers his inclinations”- (Pirkei Avot 4:1). The 
quicker we learn as people that our greatest adversary is not any other person on 
this planet, but inside of ourselves, the closer we are to happiness, as people, as a 
nation, as a race (human race). 
 
Rabbi Dessler (Strive For Truth Volume 2), describes the relationship between our 
Yetzer Tov (Good inclination), our Yetzer Ra (Evil inclination) as a battlefield. On one 
side the Yetzer Tov, the other our Yetzer Ra, evenly matched, constantly in battle, 
and only we can tip the scales. 
 
The shofar is meant to rattle us, wake us up, call us to action, and anger us if it 
helps! To ignite our passion for spiritual growth and not only apathetically ask 
brooding questions about our lives and ourselves, but make us hungry for answers. 
Why have I spent the last few months’ numb and defecting responsibility? Why have 
I put importance on things that don’t make me happy? Why am I trying to hide my 
honest feelings from myself? Why do I find it so hard to connect to others? These 
are questions we can only ask ourselves (if anyone else did we would hate them for 
it).  
 
For the month of Elul we have the shofar reminding us every day, that war takes 
strategy, it takes imaginative thinking, it takes knowing the enemy, evaluating the 
risk, anticipating their next move so you can be prepared, when they are at their 
strongest, when you are at your weakest (and how to deal accordingly), what a trap 
looks like and when you can let your guard down and relax. All of this is in the pursuit 
of understanding ourselves better and growing. An instrument sounding the call of 
war appropriately reminds us to develop an intelligent strategy in our ongoing 
struggle to improve.   

As a final idea it’s important to remember that we fight with the Yetzer Hara not to 
destroy it, but to conquer it; that all of our emotions, all aspects of who we are, make 
us who we are. What we are fighting for is the choice of when to act in each way.  
We control our inclinations; they don’t control us. We reach a real level of teshuva by 
accepting ourselves (good with the bad), let ourselves feel whatever it is we are 
feeling and then choose how we act on them, according to how the deepest level of 
who we are would be happy with. 

“Ve-ahavta- et A-do-nai E-lo-hei-chem ul-av-do b'chal l'vav-chem, u-v'chal naf-
sh'chem”-  “To love the Lord your God and to serve Him with All your heart and with 

All your soul.” (The Shema)  

To love and serve Hashem, with our whole heart (both sides, good and bad), and 
with all of our soul (with all of who we are). 
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Channan has been studying for the last 3 years towards a Bachelor's 
Degree in psychology and looking to continue on to a further degree. He 

does this while also volunteering many hours a week as a Madrich in Bnei 
Akiva Cape Town and also serves on the Cape Bnei Akiva Executive 

(Mazkirut). 
 

“Looking back at over the years what I appreciate most about what learnt 
in Orayta is the truth of the things I was taught. That they carry so much 

weight with everyone and unite people. The theological ideas of Hashem 
and how to build a relationship with Him, has helped me be a leader in 

Bnei Akiva.”  
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The Power of Opportunity 
Akiva Carr (Orayta Years 4-5) 

 
As a Primary School Jewish Studies teacher I am often astounded by the depth of 
insight and honest curiosity shown by students of such young age. So it is fitting that 
I start off with a question posed by one of my students: Why do we need Yom Kippur 
as a day dedicated to bettering oneself? If you know that you’ve done something 
wrong and genuinely want to fix it, why would you wait until Yom Kippur? Surely 
you would start working on it immediately?  
 
As it turns out, brutally honest curiosity goes hand-in-hand with brutally honest 
Mussar. Few questions could more aptly sum up the Human Condition. Why is it 
that, when handed an opportunity to grow, we procrastinate, assuring ourselves that 
there’s “plenty of time” or that we have more pressing matters to attend to? In truth, 
what we’re really saying is, “I’m not ready, I’m not at that level, maybe one day I’ll get 
there!” We let opportunities come and go, assuming that they will be there forever, 
waiting for us to attain the greatness required to take them. It is often those who are 
able to recognize these opportunities for what they are that become the greatest 
leaders. We see this perhaps most obviously in the world of business, but it applies 
equally in all areas of leadership. 
 
Of the many great leaders throughout Jewish history, the famous Rabi Akiva ben 
Yosef consistently stands out not just as a great teacher, but indeed a great student. 
The Talmud is littered with stories of Rabi Akiva’s greatness. The Gemara 
(Menachot 29b), details Moshe Rabbeinu experiencing a lecture by Rabi Akiva and 
wondering why the Torah was not given to Rabi Akiva instead of himself. In the 
same Aggadeta, Moshe, upon requesting to see Rabi Akiva’s reward, is shown the 
painful image of Rebbe Akiva being skinned alive by the Romans.  
 
Moshe, in astonishment, asks the famous question: “Zu Torah, v’zu scharo? This is 
his Torah, and this is his reward?” Hashem’s response to both of Moshe’s questions 
is the same. It could perhaps be paraphrased as the classic: “It’s above your pay 
grade”. It seems that perhaps Moshe was privy to the details, but not the whole 
picture. In seeking further understanding into this cryptic interaction, we can look 
towards another powerful Aggadeta.  
 
The Gemara details those very last moments of Rabi Akiva’s life: When the Romans 
took Rabi Akiva out to kill him, it was the time of Kriyat Shema. While they combed 
his flesh with steel combs, he was accepting upon himself the Yoke of Kingship of 
Heaven [Reciting the  Shema]. His students asked him: “Rebbe, even now?” 
 
He said to them: All my life I've been bothered by this passuk, "All your soul" 
(Devarim 6:5), even to the point of your Neshama being taken, and I wondered, 
when will the opportunity come for me to fulfill this? And now that I am given the 
opportunity to fulfill it I should not fulfill it? He drew out his pronunciation of [the word] 
Echad (One) until his soul left him, and they said, praiseworthy is Rebbe Akiva 
whose soul left "b'Echad". The Malachei Hasharet asked The Holy One, blessed be 
He: This is his Torah and this is his Reward?? "Those who die by Your hand... (It is 
preferable to die by Hashem's hand rather than by those of human beings) Hashem 
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responded: His portion is [True] Life. A heavenly voice went out: Praiseworthy is 
Rabi Akiva who earned the World to Come. (Berachot 61b) 
 
The Malachei Hasharet (Ministering Angels) ask the same question as Moshe, but 
receive a more satisfying answer. Rabi Akiva’s reward was true life. So why is it that 
when Moshe sees Rabi Akiva’s death the Gemara does not make mention of his 
recital of the Shema? Perhaps this omission offers a lesson for us all. In the first 
Aggadeta, Moshe is shown the greatness attained by Rabi Akiva. He is shown the 
final product, so to speak, but perhaps we could say that he is not shown the many 
opportunities for growth along the way. He is not shown Akiva the Ignorant and 
Illiterate Shepherd who, at the age of forty, went to learn the Aleph Bet alongside 
young children (Avot D’Rebbe Natan 1:6). He is not shown the twenty-four years that 
Rabi Akiva spent learning in Yeshiva, away from his beloved and devoted wife 
(Nedarim 50a). He is not shown Rabi Akiva losing twenty-four thousand students 
and starting again with five (Yevamot 62b).  
 
Rabi Akiva was a master in recognizing opportunity. Even in his last breath, he took 
hold of one that had been denied him his entire life. Rabi Akiva grasped onto every 
opportunity presented to him. Where your average person saw a stumbling block, 
Rabi Akiva saw a stepping-stone. Even while overlooking the ruins of the Beit 
Hamikdash (Makkot 24b), in a time of complete desolation and degradation of our 
people, Rabi Akiva responded with the joy of certainty that the prophecy of our 
restoration would be fulfilled. Too often we compare ourselves to great people, 
wishing we had their intellect, ideas, wisdom or creativity. Too often we allow 
opportunities to float by because we are not Mark Zuckerberg, Steve Jobs or Rabi 
Akiva. Too often we forget that their success was not attained in one moment of 
greatness, but rather many moments of growth.  
 
As we near Yom Kippur and that final opportunity awaits, may we all have the 
courage of Rabi Akiva to take it, and not to allow it to pass us by. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Akiva spent 2 years at Orayta and then a further 6 months as Madrich. He 

then joined YID, the Informal Education Department at Yeshiva College 
Boys High in Johannesburg, South Africa, which he then ran for 2 years. 

After completing his BA In Organisational Psychology, he’s currently 
teaching Jewish Studies at King David Victory Park Primary School. He 

hopes to soon start a further degree in Psychology or education. 
 

“Of the many, many things I gained from my time at Orayta, the thing I 
am most grateful for is that my Rebbeim instilled in me an appreciation 

for the value of intellectually honest inspiration within Jewish Education.” 
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Yom Kippur 

Rav Judah Dardik 
 
Clearly Yom Kippur is a serious day; it is hard for any hungry (and possibly a bit 
bored) person leafing through the prayer book to miss that part.  But many miss the 
notion that it is traditionally seen as an incredibly joyous day as well.  This is so very 
much the case that the Talmud (Ta’anit 30B) actually lists it as one of the two 
happiest days of the year. 
 
According to that passage, it is the fact that we are forgiven on Yom Kippur that 
lends the day its intense joy.  Just think about it: no matter what happens (and we 
find ourselves in all sorts of unexpected and disappointing situations each year), we 
have a day set aside that is dedicated to making amends and wiping the slate clean.  
A fresh start - a gift of a day!   
 
Still, why this date?  Why not the first day of the year to start all over, some day near 
the end like an annual review, or perhaps the mid point?  The Talmud suggests that 
the character of this date stems from an historical event.  If one does the math 
(Rashi’s commentary on Shemot 33:11 is happy to do it for you) and considers 
Moshe going up the mountain to get the Torah at Shavuot time, forty days later 
coming down and breaking the tablets, forty days of praying for forgiveness and then 
forty days of going back up to get the second tablets as replacements, one lands 
squarely on Yom Kippur.  This is the day on which we received the Ten 
Commandments again after dreadful mistakes, making it forever after a day of 
making amends and starting over again as new. 
  
“When Moshe descended from Mount Sinai [on Yom Kippur], with the two tablets in 
his hands… he did not know that the skin of his face had become radiant” (Shemot 
34:29).  Moshe was beaming, and people perceived rays of light and glory 
emanating from him.  (A mistranslation of the word for “ray” in this verse into “horn” is 
likely the reason that Michelangelo depicted Moshe as having horns on his head.)  
What happened that Yom Kippur that left him glowing?  And perhaps more 
importantly, how can we  get to the level of being radiant as Moshe did? 
 
My beloved teacher, Rabbi J.J. Schacter, pointed out a fascinating Midrash in the 
Yalkut Shimoni at the end of Ki Tisa.  It tells us that Moshe had leftover ink in the 
inkwell with which he wrote the Torah, and when he was done he poured that extra 
over his face and that is what left him beaming.  How very odd!  What is this bizarre 
imagery meant to teach us? 
 
Try for a moment thinking of Moshe as an author.  He likely impacted more than any 
other writer in history.  His writing has changed and affected billions of lives.  He is 
forever known as “Moshe – our teacher”.  And yet, when he was done writing, he still 
had some more ink left in his inkwell when he was done.  There was more that 
Moshe could still do, could still effect, could still work to change and make better on 
this earth.  He wasn’t finished, and he “poured the ink” over himself – basking in the 
potential of what was yet to come. 
 
It is all too easy to give up on ourselves, and think that we are finished, that we’ve 
done what we can, that we’re too old, too set, too far gone, too far away.  But Yom 
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Kippur is the day that Moshe teaches us differently.  It teaches that no matter who 
we are, we all still have “ink in our inkwells.”  We can grow, we can do more.  
 
The joyful message of Yom Kippur is that it is never too late to reach deep down in 
ourselves and find ways to grow.  It is never too late to pursue greatness, to change 
life in small ways, to use our time on this earth constructively.  Try a new mitzvah 
during the year.  Try a new project.  Take a class.  As long as we are here, there is 
ink in our inkwells and there is still time to grasp rays of light and inspiration. 
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Resembling God 
Sam Rosenblatt (Orayta Year 9) 

 
While praying we recite the words ״ מי כמוך בעלים אדוני״. “Who is like unto the Lord”? 
We acknowledge the fact there is no one in this world  comparable to God, and that 
God's divine presence is unique. As Jews, we believe that everyone is created in the 
image of God. Therefore, we all possess aspects of God's divine presence. Based 
on this idea, we also all inherit God's uniqueness. No two people in this world are 
alike. We all posses defining attributes which enable us to affect and change the 
world.  
 
During Yom Kippur services, as we await judgment from the Lord, one might 
presume that one's own individual prayers are inconsequential if the rest of the 
community is reciting the exact same words. This, however, could not be further from 
the truth.  As Rav Soloveitchik states in And From There You Shall Seek, 
“resembling God, which is the foundation of Jewish morality, is accomplished by 
imitating His creative acts.” Applying this concept of imitatio Dei to human singularity, 
our individual roles within the collective become evident. Although the words spoken 
to God may be from the same Machzor, we all approach the prayer with our own 
unique perspective.   
 
Being as no one is the same and we all, like God, are unique, our Tefillot are only 
complete when all of the unique personalities are combined as one.  
 
May we all be worthy to have a year full of happiness, success, and 
accomplishment, and may we all have the ability to use our unique and distinctive 
talents to make the world a better place over the coming year.  
 
Shana Tova 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Following Orayta, before he left Israel, Sam volunteered at Neve Michael 
children's home, in Pardes Chana. Over the summer, he worked as a 

Yachad counselor at Camp Moshava California and is currently studying in 
the Business School at Rutgers University. 

 
“Something that I greatly appreciate about Orayta was the sense the 

Yeshiva instilled in me of wanting to "spread the light." At Orayta, it was 
never simply about self growth and personal religious gratification, but 

rather a sense of purpose in terms of how I can use my newly acquired 

knowledge and mindsets to change the world for the better.” 
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On Fasting on Yom Kippur 
Jacob Epstein (Orayta Year 6) 

 
The prevailing feeling surrounding Yom Kippur when I was growing up was always 
one of dread, not one of fear and awe of the holy day but rather a simple feeling of 
misery, a feeling of “why must I sit here once again in Shul for the entire day, why 
must I go without eating, without drinking, without my phone and without being able 
to do anything fun?” 
 
One of the issues with such a view is that it was focused on all the negative aspects 
of the day; instead of seeing the day for what it is, I saw the day for what it was not. I 
saw it as another long day in Shul where I was forced to go and accept my judgment, 
and surely I had been no saint in the past year, so what amount of pleading and 
begging could get Hashem to change my fate? 
 
Baruch Hashem I learned a lesson that changed my entire outlook on the day. The 
Rebbe of Sochotchov says in the name of his holy teacher, “We don’t fast on Yom 
Kippur because we want to torture the soul, but rather because so much excess of 
life and happiness comes down that we don’t need to eat.“ (Pitchu Sha'arei Halev)  
Supporting this, Rav Carlebach says,:  “In every synagogue’ when saying Kol Nidrei’ 
everyone stands in fear and seriousness. By us we begin to dance for a full hour out 
of joy, simply because Hashem forgives us.“ (Pitchu Sha'arei Halev) 
 
How can it be that the day when our fates are sealed is such a happy day? 
The secret lies in the name of the day itself. The word Kippur in Hebrew means 
atonement. On this day, our slate with God is wiped cleaned and we are blessed to 
begin anew. Yom Kippur  serves as a way for us to let go of the past, and leave our 
deeds behind . Yet still if Yom Kippur is also the day that our fate is sealed for the 
year, how can we be so sure that we have been atoned and forgiven?  How can we 
be so sure that our coming year has been sealed for good? 
 
There is a story of a man who committed a series of crimes against the king and it 
was decided that he would be brought before the king in judgment to determine his 
fate. As the day of Judgment approached, the people saw something incredibly 
amazing; instead of cowering in fear of what may be, they saw him dancing and 
laughing. They asked the man incredulously how are you so happy? Why do you not 
cower in fear? And he gave them an answer that shocked them, for the king is my 
father, and I know that for that reason he will treat me fairly and with mercy. 
(Unknown Rabbi at Orayta) 
 
That man is the Jewish People. On Yom Kippur, we come and stand before Hashem 
and we admit to all of our misdeeds. But why do sing them as we them? Because 
the king to whom we are confessing our misdeeds is our Father. And we know that 
just as a father loves his children and would never harm them,  Hashem loves us 
and would never harm us.  We sing and we dance and we make peace with our 
pasts, knowing that our father will surely seal us for a good and pleasant year.  
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Following Orayta Jacob made Aliya and served in the IDF in the Israeli Air 
Force. Upon completion of his service he returned to Orayta as a Madrich. 

Next month he is getting married and moving to the Shomron.  
 

“What I truly appreciate about Orayta is the sense of family that they 
provide. Even as an alumni returning occasionally throughout my army 

service I never felt like a guest at Orayta but rather as a person who 
returned home to his family.” 
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“Like a Fleeting Dream”: Unetaneh Tokef and the Paradoxes of Dreams 
Oren Oppenheim (Orayta Year 9) 

 
The centerpiece of the Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur Mussaf service is the stirring, 
emotional prayer of Unetaneh Tokef. Traditionally, this piece is attributed to Rabbi 
Amnon of Mainz, Germany. The Or Zarua, a Talmudic commentary by Rabbi 
Yitzchak ben Moshe, tells the famous story of how Rabbi Ammon refused to convert 
to Christianity, was punished with mutilation, and recited the Unetaneh Tokef prayer 
before his death (Or Zarua, part 2, Siman 276). (Modern scholars and discoveries 
have called this story into question; for instance, the prayer appears in a fragment of 
parchment found in the Cairo Geniza.1 For the purposes of this essay, the story’s 
themes are important regardless of the story’s veracity.)  
 
Unetaneh Tokef touches on three major themes: God judges and determines the 
fate of mankind on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur; man is powerless in the face of 
God; God endures for all time. After its stirring declarations, the prayer bleeds into 
the Kedusha service. 
 
A certain phrase in the middle of Unetaneh Tokef is striking: K’chalom ya’uf, “like a 
fleeting dream2”. This comes at the end of a list of analogues to man; man is 
compared to “a broken shard, withering grass, a fading flower…” and a few other 
transitory and dying things. But among all of the comparisons, “a fleeting dream” is 
the only one that is truly not visible and intangible; unlike the others, it exists only in 
the mind. It also closes out the second theme of Unetaneh Tokef, leaving a lasting 
impression on the reader before he transitions to the theme of God’s greatness and 
eternalness. 
 
What is the significance of “a fleeting dream”, and what makes it so appropriate for a 
prayer that ties into Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur? 
 
It is worth taking a look back at the legend surrounding Unetaneh Tokef’s birth, 
leaving the debate surrounding its origins aside. The Or Zarua’s tale of Rabbi Amnon 
concludes with the following: 
 
…[Rabbi Amnon] appeared in a night vision to our Rabbi Kalonymos... and he taught 
him that very piyyut: Un’taneh Tokef k’dushat hayom; and he commanded him to 
distribute it throughout the far reaches of the Exile, that it might be a witness and 
memorial to him--and the Gaon [the Sage] did so.3 
 
In other words, the fact that Unetaneh Tokef has endured as a part of the High 
Holidays liturgy is because of a “fleeting dream”. Something so transitory—a dream 
never lasts long, and is difficult to remember well upon awakening—brought about 
something that has lasted millenniums. There could certainly be various ways to 

                                                
1 Brander, Kenneth. "U’Netaneh Tokef: Will the Real Author Please Stand Up." Rosh Hashana To Go 5774 

(2013): 10-18. YUTorah Online. Web. 20 July 2017. 

<http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/796902/rabbi-dr-kenneth-brander/u-netaneh-tokef-will-the-real-

author-please-stand-up/>. 
2 Liturgical translations are from the Complete Artscroll Machzor, Rosh Hashana, by Rabbi Nosson Scherman. 
3 Translation of Or Zarua Vol. 2 Siman 271 by Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman, PhD. Taken from Hoffman, Rabbi 

Lawrence A., ed. Who by Fire, Who by Water, 26-28. N.p.: Jewish Lights, 2010. Google Books. Web. 
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interpret the story of Rabbi Amnon metaphorically, if one does not believe in its 
veracity, But on the most basic level, the parallel between the story’s conclusion and 
the prayer itself hint at the theme that dreams—as an analogue for man—could be 
less fleeting than they seem, even if they are infinitely less than eternal. Intangible 
dreams, paradoxically, can have an impact. The ideas a person gets from a dream 
could change his life and the lives of others, like Unetaneh Tokef’s impact on the 
Jewish people through its placement in the liturgy because, according to the story, 
Rabbi Kalonymos heard it in a dream.  
 
This might be meant to hint that so too, man’s actions—even those that seem 
fleeting and insignificant—can have an impact, positive or negative. A few words of 
gossip can ruin someone’s reputation; a moment of carelessness in a store could 
damage hundreds of dollars of goods. A raison d'être of the High Holy Days is to 
examine those actions and repent for those which caused devastating effects.  
 
Dreams also tie into a common Rosh Hashana practice, albeit in an indirect way. 
Rabbi Moshe Isserless (the Rema), in the Shulchan Aruch, says, “There are also 
those who do not sleep during Rosh Hashana during the day, and this is the correct 
thing to do.”4 In other words, it isn’t right to spend the day in slumber but rather to 
use it for prayer, learning, and other pursuits--not for sleeping and dreaming. The 
Mishna Berura (583:9) cites a possible source for this custom, a quote in the Talmud 
Yerushalmi (the exact location is no longer extant5): “מאן דדמיך בריש שתא דמיך מזלי”, 
“One who sleeps on Rosh Hashana, his mazal [luck; fortune] sleeps [as well].” It 
seems that a person who takes the holy day lightly by using it for some rest is said to 
be doomed to a sleepy, unlucky year. But the absence of dreams during the day of 
Rosh Hashana might also be relevant. (Orach Chayim 584:2) 
 
Perhaps Rosh Hashana and (by extension) Yom Kippur are not days for dreaming 
about the future. God Himself is the one who creatively deliberates our fates; as the 
prayer itself says, “...so shall You cause to pass, count, calculate, and consider the 
soul of all the living; and You shall apportion the fixed need of all Your creatures and 
inscribe their verdict.” The act of dreaming (including when it comes about by 
sleeping on the day of Rosh Hashana) is also rather passive. In the midst of 
slumber, a person doesn’t put his dream together through any sort of action; it just 
comes to him.  
 
Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur are days for looking inwards, examining past deeds, 
and connecting with God actively—not through passive means. Dreams can be 
significant, but at this juncture, they are simply fleeting. Right after “like a fleeting 
dream”, the prayer exclaims what must be done next, something far more tangible 
and active than a dream: “But repentance, prayer, and charity remove the evil of the 
decree!” 
 
 
 
 

                                                
4 Translation from Sefaria. 
5 Rabbi Baruch HaLevi Epstein, in his book Barukh She’amar, writes that this quote must have been in one of 

the tractates of the Talmud Yerushalmi that the Rishonim had but that is now lost. See 

http://www.yeshiva.org.il/midrash/22368  

http://www.yeshiva.org.il/midrash/22368
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Oren is a first year student at the University of Chicago. Ever since he 
returned from Jerusalem to the United States, he’s been keeping up with 

Rav Adi's Amud Yomi shiur, writing for a local newspaper, and planning 
out his University years. 

 
Oren writes: “It's hard to choose a favorite Orayta moment, but if I had to 

pick just one, I would say that climbing the Colored Sands mountains in 
the south of Israel during last year’s Negev Tiyul was a highlight. After 

talking as a group about Hitboddedut (private meditation and connecting 
to God), all of us had the chance to go out into the desert and find a place 

to sit and talk with God, so to speak. The colorful peaks and desert air are 
impossible to forget, and for the first time I actually managed to have 

some successful Hitboddedut.”  
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The Echo of Memory 
Aryeh Roberts (Orayta year 9) 

 
“Jews have six senses: Touch, taste, sight, smell, hearing…memory. While Gentiles 
experience and process the world through the traditional senses, and use memory 
only as a second-order means of interpreting events, for Jews memory is no less 
primary than the prick of a pin, or its silver glimmer, or the taste of the blood it pulls 
from the finger. The Jew is pricked by a pin and remembers other pins. It is only by 
tracing the pinprick back to other pinpricks – when his mother tried to fix his sleeve 
while his arm was still in it, when his grandfather’s fingers fell asleep from stroking 
his great-grandfather’s damp forehead, when Abraham tested the knife point to be 
sure Isaac would feel no pain – that the Jew is able to know why it hurts. When a 
Jew encounters a pin, he asks: What does it remember like?” 
-- Jonathan Safran Foer, Everything is Illuminated 
  
Jews are a people of memory. The complex tapestry of our history has moments of 
unfettered joy interwoven with times of deep tragedy and sadness. As a nation, we 
remember it all. 
 
In the Torah, the famous commandments to remember include God’s miraculous 
display of power towards the Egyptians en route to Bnei Yisrael’s grand exodus from 
Egypt, as well as Amalek’s heinous attack-from-behind of the unprotected. After 
each new moment in our history, that event becomes part of a national 
consciousness. The courageous defeat of the Greeks in the Hanukkah story; the 
destruction of the Temple and the subsequent enslavement of our people; the 
jubilation of Purim; the murder of six million Jews by the Nazis; the miraculous return 
to our homeland. Dr. Erica Brown beautifully articulates this reality in her book on the 
Three Weeks: 

 
“We are because we remember...memory implies something far more 
personal than history; it is the living presence of a people’s triumphs and 
despairs that we carry with us internally wherever we are, not a historic 
catalogue of activities listed in some other, distant, impersonal space” (In the 
Narrow Places, 14). 
 
These events shape us as we relive our memories at various points in the year. The 
Shalosh Regalim (Three Pilgrimage Festivals) provide the clearest examples of 
mandated reliving by seeing ourselves as if we came out of Egypt (Pesach), as if we 
received the Torah (Shavuot), and as if we traveled in the desert with only a hut and 
the Clouds of Glory protecting us (Sukkot). A Jew looks back, celebrates the 
moment, and, at the same time, works towards redemption. In this vein, Rav Joseph 
B. Soloveitchik zt”l writes, 

 
"Qualitative-time consciousness is comprised of...the vicarious experience, 
while in the present, of the past and future. No distance, however removed, 
should separate one's time consciousness from the dawn of one's group or 
from the eschatological destiny and infinite realization of one's cherished 
ideals" 
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While national consciousness plays a key role in shaping every Jew, there also 
exists an element of personal consciousness, of mindfulness of the self, of a deep 
searching of our own internal memories. Every day of the year, culminating in a ten 
day period bracketed by Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, Jews go through a process 
of Teshuva, where we change and better ourselves in an effort to return to God. On 
this theme, Rabbi Shai Held writes, 
  
“I am who I am destined to be is equivalent to believing that the world as it is, 
is the world as it is destined to be. Not to believe in the possibility of 
transformation however small, however tenuous, however non-linear, is on 
some level to be guilty of Judaism’s worst heresy.” 
  
As individual Jews, personal transformation is built into the fabric of our history. We 
become more empathetic by learning what it means to be oppressed from the story 
of the Exodus; we are fueled with determination as we admire the courage of Esther 
to stand up to fight for her people; and we learn to treat all with dignity and to prevent 
genocide whenever possible by never forgetting the Holocaust. And just like our 
national memories contain moments of happiness and devastation, our personal 
memories also encompass that duality. Too often we focus only on our faults, and it 
can be comforting to remember our positive qualities as well. 
  
Throughout the year, God calls us into relationship, to heal and better the world, as 
we invoke our national memories. At the same time, our personal memories call out 
to us to try better this time, to pause between that stimulus and response.   
  
How will we answer? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aryeh is currently a first year student at the University of Maryland, 

wheres he's pursuing a degree in Philosophy and Jewish Studies. Over the 
coming years,he  hopes to connect with Jews at his campus in an effort to 

practice and share an inclusive, meaningful, and passionate Judaism.  

"I really love learning Torah on a daily basis because of Orayta's emphasis 

on the importance of expanding one's limmud to impact the day to day 

experience of life, as opposed to a localized intellectual activity." 
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Torat Hahitchadshut: Where Hume, Hippies, and Kobe align in a 

Glorious Bonanza of Repentance and Fade away Jump Shots 
Misha Brenner (Orayta Year 2) 

 
A couple years ago, I asked a friend how his Yom Kippur was.  He told me it was 
challenging for him: “Because I’m standing there praying, and beating my chest, and 
saying that I sinned, and that I’ll do better next year … but deep down, just being 
totally honest with myself, I know that I’m not actually going to change.  I know that 
I’m not really ready to put in the work it takes to become a better Jew this year, so it 
just feels phony.”   
 
Every year on Yom Kippur, Jews in Shul beat our chests and describe all the ways 
we’ve sinned.  And most Jews go back to making the same mistakes, over and over 
again.  At a certain point, we have an urge to tell God: “Ok, God, let’s just be honest 
with each other.  I’m going to beat my chest about leitzanut (clowning around) and 
two days later I’ll be back to laughing with my friends about Ploni Almoni’s ridiculous 
name.”  
 
So how do we reconcile having a relationship with a God who knows our innermost 
secrets yet continue to seemingly “lie” to him every year when we say that we are 
going to do teshuva?   
 
I believe that the answer lies with the religious hippies I frequently hang out with in 
Nachlaot, Jerusalem.  As they comb their dread-locked hair as we approach the 
upcoming holiday, they will likely tell me that this holiday is all “hitchadshut” 
(renewal.)   
 
Rosh Hashana?  A time for hitchadshut! Passover? A chance to throw away all our 
hametz, and become pure again!  Tu Bishvat?  New year for the trees!  Let’s sprout 
our roots anew!  Rosh Chodesh? The prayer “Elokai Neshama Shenatata Bi Tehora 
Hi” (My God, the soul you have given me today is pure) that we say in the morning?  
It’s all about hitchadshut.   
 
Don’t these hippies understand that the last holiday we celebrated was about 
hitchadshut?  
 
“But” the religious hippies will claim, “we celebrate hitchadshut because it is a 
foundational principle in Jewish theology, man!”  And indeed, our tradition endorses  
a theological principle  that we can create ourselves anew in literally every moment 
of every day, because God re-creates the universe in every moment! For example, 
take a look at what Reb Chaim of Volozhin, one of the fathers of “Litvak” Judaism, 
has to say about this theological principle, proving that it’s not just hippies and their 
Hassidic orientation that are down with “hitchadshut.”  
 
“…And every day and every moment, really, ever force’s being, order, and existence 
is dependent only insomuch as Hashem influences them, for Hashem’s will in every 
moment emanates a new light.  And if Hashem were to remove the power of his 
influence, even for one second, everything would devolve into nothingness and 
chaos, as the men of the Great Assembly have established “He (Hashem) who 
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renews in his goodness, every day, the act of creation. (Nefesh HaChayim, Sha’ar 
  ”(.ב Perek ,א
 
The quote from the men of the men of the Great Assembly appears shortly before 
the reading of the Shema in our morning prayers, which again begs the question: 
Why does our tradition need to advocate hitchadshut so frequently?  
 
I believe it is because the idea that every moment we can become new people is 
literally the opposite of human nature, so it is something we need to constantly 
convince ourselves of.  
 
Human beings reason inductively. Meaning, we take our experiences and use those 
experience to predict what will happen. For example, I assume my marble floor in my 
Jerusalem apartment will be cold during a cold winter day.  Why?  Because every 
previous time I’ve stepped on this marble stone during winter it’s felt cold.  Biblical 
scholarship is based on inductive reasoning too. We can infer that word “X” 
proposed in one Parasha means “Y” because in all previous cases where the word 
“X” appears in the Bible, it means “Y” in those contexts too.   
 
The fact that we use inductive reasoning so early on in our development shows how 
natural it is for mankind. For example, babies induce that the circular red tasty thing 
is called an “apple” because every previous time they’ve been presented with a 
circular red tasty thing they’ve heard their parent say “apple.”  It is how we learn; it is 
how we think.  
 
While it may be human nature to think this way, inductive reasoning is not 
necessarily correct, says philosopher David Hume.  In his famous piece on the 
“problem of induction” Hume claims that just because the sun has risen every 
morning until now doesn’t mean that the sun will NECESSARILY rise again 
tomorrow.  
 
Judaism tells us to capitalize on the philosophical uncertainty that Hume argues for 
to advance a radically optimistic psychological attitude.  Even if every single other 
year we’ve said the same prayers on Yom Kippur and have failed to do teshuva, as 
David Hume might say, we can’t NECESSARILY say that next year we will fail again. 
It is human nature to think that the sun will rise tomorrow, and that after 45 years of 
failing to do teshuva, a man won’t succeed in his 46th year.  And Judaism and Hume 
are here to tell us that this isn’t necessarily the case. 
 
It is due to this truth about hitchadshut that the great Rav, Reb Kobe Bryant of 
Staples Center*, once said to his followers:  
 
“I would go 0-30 (making 0 shots out of 30 attempts) before I would go 0-9. 0-9 
means you beat yourself, you psyched yourself out of the game.” (Masechet And-1, 
Daf 30)** 
 
Reb Kobe agrees that normal, human beings think that if you missed your first nine 
shots, you are probably more efficient passing the ball to a teammate.  But he 
internalizes the Jewish idea that the world is renewed in every moment.  Every shot 
attempt we take is completely independent our previous attempt(s).  And every Yom 
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Kippur is entirely independent of our previous one. It is ok to keep trying and failing 
at Teshuva, because it’s natural for a person to go 0 for 30 on Yom Kippur, but it is 
forbidden to psyche yourself out of the game.   
 
*Not an actual Yeshiva 
**Not an actual Masechet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

After finishing Orayta, Misha got a Bachelor's Degree in Psychology from 
the University of Maryland before making Aliya 4 years.  Since then, he’s 

studied at 2 Yeshivot, worked in the Mental Health Field, Served in the 
IDF, and most notably, taught Night Seder at Orayta in years 6 and 8.   

 
“Looking back over the years, what I appreciate most about Orayta is the 

care the Rabbis have for their students. To this day, I still have a strong 
relationship with all 5 Rebbeim who taught me at the Yeshiva 8 years 

ago. Orayta played a vital role in my Jewish identity, my decision to make 

Aliya, and my ongoing transition to adulthood.” 
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The Closing of The Gates 
Elie Buechler (Orayta Year 4) 

 
The Neilah prayers are about the closing of a sha’ar, a gate. Neilah, which means 
the closing of a gate, encompasses the last moments before Yom Kippur concludes. 
Which gate are we closing at these final moments of this most salient day? The 
Yerushalmi (Berachot 4:1), the Jerusalem Talmud, suggests that neilah either refers 
to the closing of the gate of Shamayim, the Heavens, or the gate of the Beit 
HaMikdash, the Temple in Jerusalem. Although there are distinctions to be made 
between these two paradigms, both reflect a sacred truth- when we stand together 
during Neilah, we stand before the closing gates of both the Heavens and the Beit 
HaMikdash. We frame our Neilah Prayers around the Heavenly and Earthly Palaces, 
the Sha’ar of Shamayim and the Sha’ar of the Beit HaMikdash.  
 
Heaven and Earth are forever linked in our tradition. It is at times difficult to see the 
relationship between humanity on this earth and the wonders of the Heavenly abode. 
However, prayer, Neilah, is that time. It is through deep and meaningful prayer that 
we gain the opportunity to visualize how our lives are eternally connected to the 
sublime realm of God. Yaakov Avinu had this opportunity. When Yaakov began his 
journey from Be’er Sheva to the Land of Charan he, “came upon a certain place” 
“vaYifga baMakom” (Bereishit 28:11)  
 
Our Rabbis teach us that Yaakov did not merely come upon a place, but rather 
vaYifga means that Yaakov prayed (Berachot 26b). Just as his father and 
grandfather, Yitzchak and Avraham, prayed, so did Yaakov. Ya’akov teaches us 
about ma’ariv, the nighttime prayers for Ya’akov prayed, just as the sun was setting. 
We too pray as the sunlight diminishes upon the horizon at Neilah. Yet Ya’akov 
dreamt following his prayer at that most auspicious hour, and envisioned the Sulam, 
the ladder, that joins Heaven and Earth. It is here where he saw the angels going up 
towards Shamayim, and down towards the Earth. When he awoke he was startled by 
the awesome vision he had, and declared “This is none other than Beit Elokim, the 
House of God, and this is the Sha’ar haShamayim, the Gateway to Heaven” 
(Bereishit 28:17).  
 
Yaakov prayed at the end of the day, just as the sky outside began to darken. As 
dusk comes upon us on Yom Kippur, we too pray. We open up our hearts to 
Hashem this one final time on Yom Kippur. We beseech God for His compassion 
and His mercy in order that we can come to realize how our lives are forever 
connected to His. “Chotmenu be’Sefer HaChaim” we say, ‘Seal us in the book of life.’ 
It is through the last hour that we can solidify our relationship to God and open up 
our hearts to His Torah. We can unite Heaven and Earth through our prayer. 2 When 
Yaakov was about to depart from Canaan on his way to Charan, he was fearful of 
what the journey in life would place before him. Yet Ya’akov had faith which emerged 
from his vision of the eternal bond of Heaven and Earth, the deep connection 
between humanity and God. We too have many unknowns before us. We too desire 
this faith. So at the hour of Neilah, at the closing of the gates of Shamayim and the 
Beit HaMikdash let us look into our hearts and recognize our potential to connect to 
ourselves, to each other, and Hashem.  
 
Gmar Chatimah Tovah. 
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Elie graduated from Brandeis University in the Fall of 2015 and began 
Semikha at Yeshiva University. He is also pursuing a doctorate in 

Medieval Jewish History at the Bernard Revel Graduate School of Jewish 
Studies at YU. He is currently the Rabbinic Intern at The Jewish Center in 

Manhattan's Upper West Side.  
 

“Orayta provided me the ability to learn and teach Torah that is accessible 
to both the advanced learner and the aspiring student of Torah. The year 

that I spent at Orayta gave me the time to hone in on my Gemara skills 
as well as strengthen my bonds to the people of Israel and to the Land of 

Israel. I truly cherish every moment that I had at Orayta and I look 
forward to my yearly visits with my Rebbeim at Orayta”. 
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Mitzvat Lulav and the Power of Paradigm 

Ari Kaissar (Orayta Year 6) 
 
The Torah describes the Mitzva of lulav with a surprising verb. It says “U’smachtem”, 
and you will be happy, but what does this mitzvah have to do with happiness 
(Vayikra 23:40)? The Rambam says that the lulav should be “k’sharvit,” like a spear 
or scepter (Hilchot Lulav 7:1). Chazal explain that when people used to ask the king 
for something, he would give them a sharvit to signify that their request was granted 
(Vayikra Rabba 30:3). So too Hashem gives us the lulav to show that we were 
granted our requests of Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah.  This begs an obvious 
question. If we were all commanded in this Mitzva, does that not mean we were 
destined for the book of life all along?  
  
On a simple level one could explain this based on what the Rambam says in Hilchot 
Teshuva: if a person is inscribed in the sifron shel meitim (Book of Death), “meit hu 
miyad” (Hilchot Teshuva 3:2). Perhaps the only people who live to see the Mitzva of 
lulav are the righteous ones. But anecdotally this doesn’t seem to be true. Most 
people live to see another Sukkot, whether they deserve it or not. So what is the 
point of this Mitzva? 
  
As we all know, there are three books in which one can be inscribed for the year to 
come. The Sefer Yetzer also explains that Hashem created the world with three 
Sefarim, likely the same three. Rav Ephraim Wachsman suggests that being 
inscribed in the book of life means that our essence, the essence of all our creation 
for the year to come, will be rooted in life. Likewise, when the Rambam explains 
“meit hu miyad” this means the essence of everything he does immediately begins to 
come from a place of lifelessness. Returning to our original question, what does this 
have to do with lulav? 
  
On closer examination we see that the word U’smachtem is a command rather than 
a predictive statement. Part of the Mitzva of lulav is that we should be happy when 
we take the lulav. If we have done our part through the Yamim Noraim and we fully 
comprehend the malchut of Hakadosh Baruch Hu and the sharvit we are granted, we 
are overjoyed in taking the lulav, fulfilling the Mitzva to its deepest level. Conversely, 
if our paradigm is still tainted by the sifron shel meitim we are unable to achieve the 
requisite happiness. The joy does not come as a consequence of netilat lulav; rather, 
it is inherently tied to our ability to perceive the lulav as a sharvit. 
  
The lulav reminds us that the power of the year to come remains in our hands. 
Through the proper understanding, we take the lulav with joy. We no longer fall into 
the category of what the Rambam describes as “Hashochachim et Haemet b’havlei 
Hazman” (Hilchot Teshuva 3:4).  Understanding the lulav as a sharvit is the 
essence of the book of life.  
 
Moadim L’Simcha, 
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Ari is in his final year at New York University’s Stern School of Business 
studying Finance and Statistics. He is originally from Chicago where he 

attended Ida Crown Jewish Academy. 
 

Ari writes about his connection to the Yeshiva continuing long after 
leaving Yerushalayim: “Throughout University I have continued to discuss 

both personal and Torah topics with multiple Orayta Rebbeim. Through 
email correspondence, frequent phone calls, and occasional in person 

meetings, it’s been great that my connection to Orayta is still as strong as 
ever.” 
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Sukkot and Teshuva 
Gavi Kutliroff (Orayta Year 7) 

 
In Parshat Ha’azinu, when describing the covenantal relationship between Hashem 
and the Jews, Moshe recalls how we were cared for in the desert:  ר ֶרץ ִמְדָבָּ֔ הוּ֙ ְבֶאֶ֣ ִיְמָצא ֵ֨
ֹו ינֹֽ ֹון ע  ְנהו ְכִאישׁ֥ הו ִיְצֶרֹ֖ ֹוְננ ָּ֔ ְנהוּ֙ ְיבֶ֣ ְבֶבֵ֨ ן ְיס ֹֽ ל ְיִשמ ֹ֑ ֶ֣ הו ְיל   He found them in a land of desert, in" ,וְבת ֹ֖
a tohu, a darkness, a wasteland; He encircled them and made them understand, 
guarding them like the pupil of His eye" (Devarim 32:10). The Netziv explains two 
ambiguities in the passuk. First, that the word tohu, a description of the desert, 
implies a place without gederim or mechitzot—a place entirely bereft of definition or 
spatial borders. Contrary to an alternative understanding that tohu means a void, the 
Netziv believes it refers to the opposite—an unbounded chaos, an infinity of space. 
He also writes that the "encircling" Hashem did to us is a reference to 
the sukkot that Chazal say He built for us in the desert. In sum, Hashem found us in 
a dangerous, anarchic place, without order, and provided a structure, a sanctuary of 
order; He gave us borders to protect us from the dangers lurking in a borderless 
territory. 

Borders, though, do more than protect from threats stalking the chaotic wasteland—
they protect us from chaos itself. The Netziv is dealing with a more cosmic 
phenomenon than just historical fact—he is addressing how creations form. This 
pattern, tohu to structure, molded us into a nation. This is the symbolism inherent in 
the Sukkah—we formed out of a void of identity and into a well-defined entity. This 
notion of the Sukkah as a fundamentally constructive act explains the halakha 
of ta'ase vi-lo min ha-asui: The Sukkah must be built from independent resources 
and cannot be passively constructed by using that which was already in place (for 
example, vines still attached to the ground must be severed before they can be 
stretched over the Sukkah to be used as schach; severing them afterward is 
considered a passive construction). This pattern repeats itself not only at the national 
level, but at the most cosmic—that of Bereishit itself, where the term tohu originally 
appears. Hashem summons from a dimensionless void a boundless chaos, and from 
that chaos He builds grand structures, imposing order piece by piece until He 
constructs the great machine that is nature (the Malbim on Bereishit 2:1 literally 
refers to nature as a machine, an artifice of order entirely self-sufficient were it not for 
Hashem's voluntary and occasional interference).  

But why this anarchy, this tohu at all? Why not proceed directly from nothing to 
something, without the intermediate step? There is a wisdom inherent in Hashem's 
ways here. Worlds and nations are not simply formed from the void; creation is an 
act of sculpting. It takes time, effort, and attention. It is an act of existential 
proportions. R' Tzadok HaKohen writes of two kinds of redemption—the hasty snap 
free, and the gradual awakening (Tzidkat Hatzaddik, 1). The first is Pesach—the 
Jews are ripped forth from Egypt, says the Midrash, like a premature child from the 
womb (Midrash Shocher Tov 107). But after our premature onset of nationhood, 
our entrance from the void into the realm of matter, we need a forty-year sojourn in 
the desert to steadily build our collective Sukkah. Hashem desires the world to 
function such that creation entails first chaos, and then order. 
 
The tohu-sukkah pattern repeats itself also at the scale of individual. Before we can 
construct for ourselves a positive identity, creating, in effect, a new person, we must 
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enter a state of tohu—we must disassemble what we are now. This is the process 
of teshuva, the dismantling of the self, which occurs during the Aseret Yimei 
Teshuva just before Sukkot. The Kotzker Rebbe speaks of teshuva as a process of 
a shevirat keiilim, destruction of a contaminated vessel—we literally destroy the self 
in order to create a new one. This concept is violent and should not be comfortable—
it is confrontational. It is hard. Real teshuva is an honest and critical process of self-
examination. It should not result in hatred or pity of the self, which are indications of 
a clinging to the old vessel; it should rather be sincere and harsh, but enlightening as 
to what a new vessel might look like on Sukkot. To know what kind of Sukkah we 
might construct, though, we must first engage in this destructive period of tohu; we 
must enter the desert with the faith that Hashem will encircle us in the boundary of 
His Shekinah. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gavi Kutliroff is in his third year at Brandeis University, where he's 
studying East Asian Studies and Psychology. Although he lives for the 

Limmud, he survives and thrives because Orayta taught him that the 

fulcrum of a Jewish life is Hashem-consciousness. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




