
 

‘First International Regeneration Contest’ 

 Dear Reader, welcome to the ‘First International Regeneration Contest’ sponsored by ‘Torah 

Thoughts’. The aim is to identify the most amazing examples of the power of regeneration and 

endurance among living creatures. Let us start with a definition. The dictionary defines 

‘regeneration’ as ‘coming into renewed existence.’ There were numerous entrants among the 

wondrous creatures that inhabit our planet, each of these Niflaos Haborei testifying to the Creator’s 

incredible wisdom. The Contest Committee decided to choose only three candidates, reluctantly 

rejecting such wonders as the starfish which can regrow its arms or the lizard which can grow a new 

tail.  

 Let us now present the three chosen contenders for the Award of Honour: ‘The most 

astounding example of Regeneration in the entire universe.’  

 Here is the first entrant. Some fifty years ago, excavations at Herod’s palace on Masada 

revealed a cache of Judean Date Palm seeds preserved in an ancient jar. In 2005, some of these two 

thousand year old seeds were planted. By May 2015 one of them had grown three metres tall and 

was producing pollen. This date pip had not decayed or split open. It was long passed its ‘sell by 

date’. When finally released from its two thousand year exile, it still possessed the power to revive 

the Judean date palm species which had been extinct for over eight hundred years. This is the first 

contender for the coveted title of the most remarkable Regenerator. 

 The second entrant is the ‘Waterbear’. This is a micro-animal which has an incredible 

resistance to the severest conditions. It can withstand extremes of temperature, be frozen to 1 degree 

Kelvin [-458F] where atoms come to a standstill. Nor does it mind hot water at 300 degrees 

Fahrenheit. It can tolerate pressures six times that of the deepest oceans. It can also take hundreds of 

times the radiation that would kill a human being. The water bear emerges from all these conditions 

unscathed. Now listen to this! It can go without food or water for 10 years until it is just a dry husk 

of its former self. Amazingly, it can still rehydrate, forage and reproduce. This one is also a 

remarkable Regenerator.  

 Before we introduce the third contender, let us turn our attention to the beginning of this 

week’s Parsha.  Hashem instructs Avrohom to leave his land, his birthplace, and his father’s home 

and travel to ‘the land that I will show you.’ Then He blesses him1:  ה ְשֶמָך ֶרְכָך ַוֲאַגְדלָּ דֹול ַוֲאבָּ ְוֶאֶעְשָך ְלגֹוי גָּ

ה כָּ  And I will make of you a great nation; I will bless you, and I will make your name‘ – ֶוְהֵיה ְברָּ

great, and you will be a blessing.’   

Rashi quotes from the Gemara2: ‘that which Hashem said - And I will make of you a great 

nation – refers to Hashem bestowing His name on Avrohom - אברהם אלקי  – that which Hashem said 

- I will bless you- refers to Hashem bestowing His name on Yitzchok - יצחק  אלקי  - and that which 

Hashem said - and I will make your name great - refers to Hashem bestowing His name on Yaakov 

יעקב אלקי - .  

The Gemara continues: ‘It could be thought that we should conclude the blessing of Avos 

with a mention of all of them. Therefore the verse states: and you [Avrohom] will be a blessing.’  

We conclude the blessing with you alone.’ Thus the first verse of the Shemoneh Esreh ends:  רּוְך בָּ

ה  םה'ַאתָּ הָּ ֵגן ַאְברָּ , מָּ . – ‘The Shield of Avrohom.’ 

The term ‘Shield of Avrohom’ is a reference to Hashem’s promise3 to shield Avrohom from 

his enemies. The Midrash4 writes: ‘Even if all the idol worshippers gather against you, I will fight 

                                                           
1 Bereishis 12:2 
2 Pesachim 117b 
3 Bereishis 15:1 
4 Bereishis Rabbah 44:4 
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them’. Thus in this the first blessing of the Shemoneh Esreh – Avos – we are praising Hashem for 

shielding our Patriarch from physical danger. 

The Chiddushei Harim5 detects a much broader meaning in the words מגן אברהם which are 

relevant to every Jew. He notes that we do not find in the Shemoneh Esreh any blessing which 

refers to a miracle which took place in the past. The focus throughout this prayer is on the needs of 

the present. For example, in מודים we thank Hashem - נּו ל יֹום ִעמָּ  for Your miracles that‘ – ְוַעל ִנֶסיָך ֶשְבכָּ

are with us ever day’.  

Avrohom Ovinu was tested with ten trials. By doing so, he implanted into his offspring 

forever an indestructible spark of the אהבת השם that he had perfected. ‘Whatever evil influences may 

corrupt a Jew and alienate him from his roots, a Yid is never completely lost. In the deepest recesses 

of his soul there survives a tiny spark of Jewishness, pure and untainted. From such a spark a 

brilliant flame can be rekindled. This indestructible pintele Yid [tiny dot of Jewishness] was 

implanted into the genetic design of our people by Avrohom, and Hashem promised to protect and 

preserve it forever when He assured Avrohom: “I am your shield.” 6’  And it is for this promise that 

we praise Hashem when we conclude the brocho with מגן אברהם. 

There are endless stories of Yidden – totally estranged from Yiddishkeit – who have 

rekindled the light of the Torah within their souls. Two recent stories7 come to mind. There is a 

strong anti-Semitic party in Hungary whose leader had spent many years of his life espousing a 

deep hatred of Jews. Unknown to him, his true roots had been hidden from him. He discovered he 

was Jewish and, furthermore, his beloved grandmother had survived the Holocaust. Can you find a 

more alienated Jew than this? Imagine the intense embarrassment that he has faced in order to 

return to his people within the very Jewish community that had despised him. 

A second story took place during the Holocaust. A Yid who had discarded every vestige of 

Yiddishkeit – I believe he had actually converted to Christianity – was incarcerated in a 

concentration camp. The Nazis chose him to publically disgrace a Sefer Torah. The pintele Yid 

within him refused to obey and he died על קידוש השם, willingly returning to his roots as he gave up 

his life. 

This phenomenon of the pintele Yid is such an integral part of our history that we tend to 

take it for granted. But it is truly unique. Where else in the world does one find individuals or 

nations that – willingly, without compulsion – return to their ancient roots, identifying 

wholeheartedly with their glorious past.  

The continued existence of the Jewish People still vibrantly adhering to Torah till this very 

day is considered the greatest of all miracles. But this miracle hinges on the eternal promise of the 

Shield of Avrohom. The minute particle of our Forefather’s Emunah still pulsates within us. 

Perhaps Yidden have something in common with the Waterbear. We too have survived the 

severest cold – the icy indifference and brutality of the nations. We have endured extreme heat – the 

fiery temptations of the Yetser Hora. We are no strangers to heavy doses of toxic radiation, as for 

example in our day, the allures of the goyishe hedonistic and materialistic lifestyle. Even a Yid who 

is spiritually a mere arid husk can re-hydrate himself with the life-giving waters of the Torah.  

Now we can present the third contender for the coveted title - the most astounding example 

of Regeneration in the entire universe – The Eternal Yid. 

Dear Reader, which of the three would you vote for? 

                                                           
 החידושי הרי"ם בספר הזכות ריש פ' תזריע 5
6 Quoted from Artscroll Shemoneh Esreh page 65 
7 I have not been able to trace where these episodes are recorded. 
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