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Soul Sparkles

3 minute read | Straightforward

When you think about the parts of Judaism and Torah that capture hearts and minds, you probably

aren’t alone if the book of Vayikra isn’t on your highlight reels. It’s quite understandable! The

sacrifices; purity laws; Shemita; Yovel, and all the other miscellaneous laws and rituals – they’re

rather arcane and quite removed from our daily lived experience.

Of course, that’s not to say that they don’t matter – they’re part of the Torah; they’re important. But

unlike, say, most of the books of Bereishis and Shemos, there’s no overarching story or

character-driven narrative with broadly applicable lessons and morals. It’s not exactly blasphemy to

notice that maybe they’re just a little less exciting.

The book of Vayikra draws to a close with a beautifully detailed exposition of abundant blessings and

fulfillment for properly observing the Torah. The blessings are accompanied by an equally detailed

and gruesome description of all the terrible calamities that could befall the Jewish People should they

fail to uphold the law properly. Many congregations customarily read this section quickly and quietly,

and it is no honor to be called to the Torah for this particular reading.

Yet curiously, the final word that immediately follows this grim reading is a postscript with an abrupt

and stark change of tone, the miscellaneous section about the assessment and valuation of pledges –

Parshas Arachin.

The laws of pledges are technical and specific, and there is a lot of literature that explores the exact

parameters. When the Mishkan and Beis HaMikdash stood, they were operated and managed by a

public endowment. People could pledge all kinds of contributions to the fund; they could pledge

animals, money, property, and fascinatingly, even humans.

The essential broader point of these laws is that the fund was sophisticated and could receive anything

of value. Since everything can be valued, it’s simply a question of determining what that specific value

is. While the eyebrow-raising notion of pledging a human conjures imagery of human sacrifice or

slavery, it only modestly and simply entailed calculating the lifetime labor value of that person and

then redeeming that value by contributing the corresponding amount to the public fund.

But of all things, why do the ponderous laws of Parshas Archin close out the book of Vayikra,

following all the awful curses?
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We could probably make peace with the notion that the Torah is like all things; some parts are more

interesting, and some less. If we find meaning in the details of the census, architecture, and sacrifices,

the Torah blesses us for observing the laws with joy. Yet specifically for those of us who are

disenchanted with some of the arcane technicalities the Torah charges us with, the Torah forecasts a

grim and intimidating future for us, that our worlds will fall apart with misery and pain.

The Ishbitzer compellingly suggests that by stating these laws specifically here, the Torah makes a

sweepingly broad statement that all humans and all things have a fundamental and intrinsic value

and worth – reminding us that even after tragedy strikes, all is not lost. All people are still worth

something, including the people who have temporarily lost their way. Faced with a disheartening list

of some of the worst things that can happen to a human, the Torah reminds the same people cowering

from the curses that we are still worth something. Sure, how exactly we calculate the precise value is

technical, but don’t miss the wider point. Even the worst of us still has something valuable and special

to them, and it ought to change our orientation to ourselves and to others.

Moreover, it bears noting that the nature of the endowment’s expenditures was not profane or

secular. From even the most awful, depraved, and lost souls, the endowment spent every last penny of

their contributions on only the holiest and most sacred things; the value he has to offer is not worth

less than yours.

There’s a Yiddish expression that powerfully captures a vast amount of wisdom in just a few short

words: the pintele Yid. It literally means the dot of a Jew; the fundamental essence of Jewish identity,

and is perhaps related to the concept of the incorruptible soul – ממעלאלוקחלק . This imagery articulates

clearly and plainly that no matter how far you try to distance yourself, there will always remain some

small spark that lies buried deep within. Perhaps that’s the inalienable and inviolable part of us that

Parshas Archin tries to speak to, even if we may have lost our way to some extent. The pintele yid,

your soul spark, cannot be lost or extinguished; it can only ever lie dormant. It will wait patiently for

as long as it takes to reignite and burst into flame once again, even if it takes generations.

Whatever you have done, whatever mistakes you have made, big or small, many or few, you need to

remind yourself that you are worthwhile.

We are all better than the worst thing we’ve ever done.
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The Places You’ll Go

3 minute read | Straightforward

The Mishkan and Beis HaMikdash had different chambers and utensils laden with meaning and

symbolism.

Quite arguably, the centerpiece and focal point of the entire endeavor was the Ark, the gold-covered

wooden chest containing the stone tablets of the Ten Commandments; the seat of the Torah and the

physical embodiment of God’s immanent closeness, as represented by the cherubim, the angelic

children sculpted on top in a warm embrace.

By its very nature, the Mishkan and its contents were built to be portable; taken apart then put back

together every time the camp moved. Some items were simple to box and move, like knives and cups.

Some oversized items were not designed to be dismantled and boxed, like the Menora and Table.

Those items had built-in rings that enabled the insertion and alignment of moving rods; large poles

that enabled and facilitated portability by the carrying crew.

These rods were auxiliary gear whose sole purpose was easy and balanced handling on the go; they

weren’t part of the furniture. When not being transported, they were entirely redundant otherwise

and were removed and stored away. This was standard and uniform policy, with one notable

exception – the Ark.

Just like every other large instrument and utensil, the Ark was built with rings for its moving rods.

But quite unlike every other instrument and utensil, its moving rods were forbidden to remove:

שִׁטִּיםעֲצֵיבַדֵּיוְעָשִׂיתָהַשֵּׁניִת׃עַל־צַלְעוֹטַבָּעתֹוּשְׁתֵּיהָאֶחָתעַל־צַלְעוֹטַבָּעתֹוּשְׁתֵּיפַּעֲמתָֹיואַרְבַּעעַלוְנתַָתָּהזהָָבטַבְּעתֹאַרְבַּעלּוֹוְיצַָקְתָּ
מִמֶּנּוּ׃יסָֻרוּ�אהַבַּדִּיםיהְִיוּהָאָרןֹבְּטַבְּעתֹבָּהֶם׃אֶת־הָאָרןֹלָשֵׂאתהָאָרןֹצַלְעתֹעַלבַּטַּבָּעתֹאֶת־הַבַּדִּיםוְהֵבֵאתָזהָָב׃אתָֹםוְצִפִּיתָ – Cast

four gold rings for it, to be attached to its four feet, two rings on one of its sidewalls and two on the

other. Make poles of acacia wood and overlay them with gold; then insert the poles into the rings on

the sidewalls of the Ark for carrying. The poles shall remain in the rings of the Ark: they shall not be

removed from it. (25:12-15)

The Ark used the exact same prefabricated rods that went on and off everything else; only these

remained permanently attached. But what is the point of designing the Ark with moving rods that

don’t come out? Why not simply design an Ark with elegantly built-in handles?

R’ Shamshon Raphael Hirsch suggests that these poles highlight a powerful symbolism. They weren’t

just ordinary handles, which perhaps truly could have been a permanent design feature. Instead, the

Ark – which contains and represents the Torah and all it entails – is deliberately designed with

permanent moving rods, meaning the Ark is built to be permanently portable. It requires no
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preparation to arrive or depart; it is designed to be taken wherever we need and wherever we go at a

moment’s notice.

Our sages suggest that the Ark had a variety of physics breaking properties; that it had an

anti-gravitational effect, hovering and never touching the ground, and carrying its carriers; that it

flattened and smoothed the hills and obstacles in the way of the weary Jewish People; and that it bent

physical space when measured end to end. When Jerusalem was sacked for the last time, the Beis

HaMikdash was pillaged, and many vessels and utensils were famously plundered. Yet the Ark was

not – it was mysteriously hidden, and legend has it that it will show up again one day when it’s

supposed to.

While each of these alone is wild, R’ Nosson Adler takes them together to thematically reflect that the

Torah contained in the Ark transcends space and time. Torah precedes creation – ובראבאורייתאאסתכל
;עלמא it can bend space and time because it does not belong to space and time. It comes from

somewhere beyond our dimensions and is not bound by them.

Permanently portable, we have carried the Torah through crusades, exiles, expulsions, and pogroms,

the living memory we lovingly look to for wisdom and guidance through good times and bad. But

perhaps in some sense, the Torah has carried us too, helping us soothe some of the bumps and

scratches we’ve accumulated along the way, providing us with comfort and warmth in the times we

need it most.

The Ohr HaChaim notes that the Torah is self-referential as a way of life, a way of being – אִם־בְּחֻקּתַֹי
.תֵּלֵכוּ It speaks to us on the go, in the desert, in liminal space, the place between places – בַדֶּרֶ�וּבְלֶכְתְּ� .

While this certainly holds true in the global historical macro sense, you ought to at least attempt to

make it true in the local and personal sense; in the small chunks of time between things, there have

never been more opportunities to learn something short, so take your opportunities.

In the Torah’s profoundly symbolic way, it goes as we go, built to move with us.

Peace Redux

5 minute read | Straightforward

For most of history, the utopian ideal that most cultures and societies strived for has been

domination, subjugation, and victory; the pages of history are written in the blood and tears of

conflict.
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In stark contrast, Judaism’s religious texts overwhelmingly endorse compassion and peace; love and

the pursuit of peace is one of Judaism’s fundamental ideals and is a near-universal characteristic in

our pantheon of heroes – ורדפהושלוםבקש . R’ Jonathan Sacks notes that the utopian ideal of peace is

one of Judaism’s great original revolutionary contributions. As Rashi says, all the blessings in the

world are worthless without peace.

Avos d’Rabbi Nosson suggests that the mightiest heroism lies not in defeating your foes, but in

turning enemies into friends. The Midrash says that the world can only persist with peace, and the

Gemara teaches that all of Torah exists to further peace – שָׁלוֹםוְכָל-נתְִיבוֹתֶיהָדַרְכֵי-נעַֹם;דְּרָכֶיהָ . Peace

features prominently in the Priestly Blessing, and the visions of peace and prosperity in the Land of

Israel – שָׁלוֹםלְ�וְישֵָׂםאֵלֶי�,פָּניָוהישִָּׂא/בָּאָרֶץשָׁלוֹםוְנתַָתִּי .

We ask for peace every time we pray and every time we eat – במרומיושלוםעושה/שלוםשים . Wishing for

peace has been the standard Jewish greeting for millennia – עליכםשלום . Peace is ubiquitous in our

lexicon, and it’s not a trivial thing.

We all know peace is important, and peace sounds great in theory, but uncomfortably often, the

reality is that peace is too abstract, too difficult, too distant, and too remote.

What does peace look like practically speaking, and how do we bring more of it into our lives?

Before explaining what peace is, it’s important to rule out what it’s not. Peace is not what many or

most people seem to think.

Peace doesn’t mean turning the other cheek and suffering in silence. Your non-response to conflict

contributes to a lack of overt hostility that is superficial and only a negative peace at best. Sure, there

is no external conflict, but everyone recognizes that conflict is there, even if it’s unspoken and even if

it’s only internal. It’s a position of discomfort and resentment – possibly only unilateral – and it may

genuinely be too difficult or not worth the headache to attempt to resolve. Be that as it may, that is

obviously not what peace is; it’s not a state of blessing at all. It’s the kind of status quo that lasts only

as long as sufficiently tolerable, but it’s a lingering poison that slowly suffocates; it’s only a ceasefire or

stalemate, it’s certainly not peace.

Peace also isn’t the lack of conflict that stems from being weak and harmless. It’s not good morality if

you don’t fight when you’re meek and harmless. You haven’t made that choice; you simply have no

alternatives. Pirkei Avos is dismissive and disdainful of people who don’t stand up for themselves – אִם
לִימִילִי,אֲניִאֵין . In a world of pacifists, a bully with a stick would rule the world. There’s nothing moral

about being harmless.

There absolutely are moments the Torah requires us to stand up for ourselves and each other;

authorizing and sometimes even mandating aggression as just and necessary – עֵתלִשְׂנאֹ,וְעֵתלֶאֱהבֹעֵת
שָׁלוֹםוְעֵתמִלְחָמָה . In the story of Balak and Bilam, Pinchas restores peace through an act of shocking
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public violence, and yet he is blessed with peace for restoring the peace; his courageous act makes him

the hero, and not the people who were above it all and didn’t want to get involved.

But we do not value or respect strength and power for its own sake; the One God of Judaism is not the

god of strength and power and is firmly opposed to domination and subjugation. Our God is the god

of liberty and liberated slaves, who loved the Patriarchs because of their goodness, not their power,

who commands us to love the stranger and take care of the orphan and widow. So being powerful and

strong doesn’t mean you go around asserting yourself, bullying and intimidating people; but it does

mean that if someone threatens you and the people you love, or the orphans and widows in your

community, you are equipped to do something about it. Carl Jung called this integrating the shadow,

making peace with a darker aspect of yourself. When you know you can bite, you’ll rarely have to.

R’ Shlomo Farhi teaches that peace is more than a state of non-aggression; peace is a state of mutual

acceptance and respect. Peace does not require the absence of strength and power; peace is only

possible precisely through the presence and proper application of strength and power – they are

prerequisites – בַשָּׁלוֹםעַמּוֹאֶתיבְָרֵ�ה’יתִֵּן,לְעַמּוֹעזֹה’ . Peace requires us to cultivate the inner strength and

courage to allow others to get what they need.

In Isaiah’s hopeful visions, today featured prominently and optimistically on the wall of the United

Nations building, world governments disband their armies and repurpose their weapons into

agricultural tools. In this utopian vision, it’s not that states are too weak to defend themselves, a

negative peace with no violent conflict; it’s the opposite. It’s a vision of positive peace; complete and

perfect security with mutual respect and tolerance, where states will resolve differences peacefully

without resorting to hostilities.

As the Ohr HaChaim notes, the word for peace is cognate to wholesomeness, a holistic and symbiotic

harmony of constituent parts – שלמות/שָּׁלוֹם .

Peace isn’t a lack of external conflict, and it doesn’t even necessarily mean a lack of conflict at all.

Even in Isaiah’s visions of a peaceful future, does anyone seriously think husbands and wives won’t

still sometimes disagree about whose family to spend the holiday with? Which school to send their kid

to? That organizations won’t have internal disagreements about budget or direction? Then and now,

humans are human; we are not robots, and inevitably, we will have our differences! But if peace

simply means that those differences can be accepted or settled peacefully, then perhaps peace isn’t the

unreachable idealism we may prefer to imagine. It’s just about putting in the effort to learn to live

with our differences.

Ralph Waldo Emerson quipped that nobody can bring you peace but yourself. When you feel secure,

you’ll have security. It takes benevolence, confidence, and unshakeable strength and power; those

come from within. If you do not have peace, it’s because you are not yet at peace.
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There is a very good reason that envy figures as one of the most important things God has to say to

humans – תַחְמדֹוְ�א . As our Sages guided us, who is wealthy? One who celebrates and takes joy in what

he has – בְּחֶלְקוֹהַשָּׂמֵחַעָשִׁיר,אֵיזהֶוּ . One interpretation even inverts the plain reading, from celebrating

what you have, to celebrating what he has – .בְּחֶלְקוֹ Someone else’s prosperity and success don’t make

your own any less likely, so be happy when someone else gets a win because yours is no further away.

The Ksav Sofer highlights that this is the Torah’s blessing of peace; an internal peace of being satisfied

and living with security, happy for both yourself and for others – לָבֶטַחוִישַׁבְתֶּםלָשׂבַֹעלַחְמְכֶםוַאֲכַלְתֶּם .

If we value and desire peace, we must first regulate and then free ourselves from looking at others

with grudges, grievances, and jealousy. As one comedian said, the only time you look in your

neighbor’s bowl is to make sure they have enough. When other people’s achievements and success no

longer threaten us, we can develop lasting and peaceful co-existence and harmony. The differences

are still there, but it’s not the other person that changes at all; it’s how you look at them. Your dream

of peace starts with you, and it’s an important step that bridges the world we live in with the ideal

world of tomorrow. If you cannot accept others, it’s because you haven’t yet accepted yourself.

What better blessing could there be than to live in balanced harmony with yourself, to be completely

secure and at peace? To wholly embrace your differences with your spouse, your parents, your

siblings, your relatives, your neighbors, your community, your colleagues, and ultimately, everyone

you meet? And if we infused our notion of peace with any momentum, maybe the whole world could

experience it too.

So, of course we ask for peace every day! In every prayer, and every time we greet someone. As the

Gemara says, peace is the ultimate container for blessing, and it’s intuitive; we all know it’s true.

We just have to live like it!

Charity Redux

7 minute read | Straightforward

One of the foundations of the modern world we inhabit is the notion of egalitarianism, the idea that

all humans are equal in fundamental worth or moral status; giving birth to, among others, the ideas

that women aren’t lesser than men, and that black people aren’t lesser than white people, and the like.

This has been a decisively positive development in many respects; the American Declaration of

Independence famously begins by stating that it is self-evident that all men are created equal, and the

Torah says as much – אתָֹםבָּרָאוּנקְֵבָהזכָָראתֹוֹבָּרָאאֱ�קיםבְּצֶלֶםבְּצַלְמוֹאֱ�קים  אֶת־הָאָדָםוַיּבְִרָא .
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But it is equally evident that in many respects, the universe is not fair or equal; plenty of people are

disadvantaged in countless ways. Many hardworking, honest, and decent people have difficult,

stressful, and impoverished lives, not to mention the various health issues so many people experience.

Human input isn’t decisive; luck is.

A modern phenomenon in human civilization has emerged to address this imbalance: the welfare

state. First-world governments allocate taxpayer funds to alleviate the poverty of the disadvantaged

and less fortunate – in other words, charity is a core part of national policy. This practice has been

criticized for perversely enabling and exacerbating poverty further, reducing the incentive for workers

to seek employment by reducing the need to work and reducing the rewards of work. If we help these

people, so the thinking goes, they become dependent and lazy. Moreover, it’s a zero-sum game; I have

to give up more of what’s mine, and somebody else gets the benefit from it – as any child could tell

you, that’s not fair!

While the specific contours of government policy are best left to experts, it brings to the fore a

relevant question that profoundly impacts our orientation to others.

What do we owe to each other?

The conventional understanding of charity is that it’s an act of benevolent kindness and generosity,

initiated and executed at the actor’s sole discretion; but this is not the Jewish understanding.

The Jewish understanding of tzedaka is orders of magnitude more comprehensive and overarching.

Extending far beyond the boundaries of kindness, the word itself literally means justice. The practice

is a religious duty and social obligation; we have a duty to dispense God’s justice by helping the less

fortunate. In the ancient agrarian world of the Torah, Jewish farmers were subject to mandatory

religious taxes that were allocated to different beneficiaries according to specific parameters. To this

day, many Jews tithe their income, allocating at least ten percent to worthy causes.

The Torah is consistently firm and unequivocal in our obligations towards each other:

עִמָּ�אָחִי�וְחֵיבּוֹ…וְהֶחֱזקְַתָּעִמָּ�ידָוֹוּמָטָהאָחִי�וְכִי־ימָוּ� –When your brother languishes, and his hand falters, you

must steady and support him… Let your brother live by your side, with you. (Leviticus 25:35,36)

This framing allows no savior complex; the Torah says plainly that the recipient of your help is a

disadvantaged equal, lateral to you. There is no hierarchy or verticality in helping your brother – אָחִי�
– and you must help him live alongside you, with you – .עִמָּ� The person you get to help is not lesser or

worse than you.

R’ Shamshon Raphael Hirsch highlights how in this conception, the value of a person is not tied in

any way to their economic productivity; the Torah speaks of a person’s hand faltering and requiring

assistance, yet still remaining your brother – עִמָּ�ידָוֹוּמָטָהאָחִי�וְכִי־ימָוּ� . Other people don’t need to
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achieve anything or make money to be valid in their humanness or worthy of your respect and

support.

The Rambam famously taught that the highest level of charity is helping people get on their own feet

– the ultimate and most literal fulfillment of helping your brother stand alongside you.

In the Torah’s primeval story of the dawn of humanity, Cain fatefully asks God the rhetorical question,

“Am I my brother’s keeper?” This question deserves scrupulous attention, not just because we read

the story and know that Cain is attempting to cover up his crime, but because it is the great

unanswered question of Genesis and quite possibly the entire Torah and all of human history.

The pregnant silence in the story is jarring; when we read about the obligations we have toward our

brother, we should consider them in light of the Torah’s first brothers – perhaps suggesting that yes,

you are indeed your brother’s keeper.

Echoing the Genesis story, the Ramban famously wrote to his son that humans have no natural

hierarchy; nobody is better than you, and you’re better than nobody. Humans are brothers; the Torah

speaks of what we owe each other as a result of our fraternal bond; our obligations to each other are

born of sameness, not of difference. The interpersonal mitzvos are obligations between equals – from

human to human; horizontal, and not vertical.

As a direct consequence, the Torah encourages loans, whether of money or food, not as debt

investment instruments the modern world is built with, but as assistance to enable the poor to regain

their independence; as such, charging interest of any kind is predatory and therefore forbidden. The

Torah goes so far as to command its adherents to lend money even when non-repayment is

guaranteed, with an explicit mitzvah to lend before the Shemitta year, when all debts are written off:

הָאֶבְיוֹן׃מֵאָחִי�אֶת־ידְָ�תִקְפּץֹוְ�אאֶת־לְבָבְ�תְאַמֵּץ�אלָ�נתֵֹןאֱ�קי�אֲשֶׁר־הבְּאַרְצְ�שְׁעָרֶי�בְּאַחַדאַחֶי�מֵאַחַדאֶבְיוֹןבְ�כִּי־יהְִיהֶ
לוֹיחְֶסַראֲשֶׁרמַחְסרֹוֹדֵּיתַּעֲבִיטֶנּוּוְהַעֲבֵטלוֹאֶת־ידְָ�תִּפְתַּחכִּי־פָתחַֹ – If there is a needy person among you, one of your

kin in any of your settlements in the land that your God is giving you, do not harden your heart and

shut your hand against your needy kin. Rather, you must open your hand and lend whatever is

sufficient to meet the need. (Deut 15:7,8)

The mitzvah to aid others is far-reaching – beyond financial loss, the Torah’s expectation is that we

spent time, energy, and emotion, on helping others, even to the point of manual labor:

עִמּוֹתָּקִיםהָקֵםמֵהֶםוְהִתְעַלַּמְתָּבַּדֶּרֶ�נפְֹלִיםשׁוֹרוֹאוֹאָחִי�אֶת־חֲמוֹר�א־תִרְאֶה – If you see your brother’s donkey or his

ox fallen on the road, do not ignore it; you must surely raise it together. (Deut 22:4)

Beyond your brother, or the people you’d want to help, you are even obligated to help the people you

don’t:
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עִמּוֹתַּעֲזבֹעָזבֹלוֹמֵעֲזבֹוְחָדַלְתָּמַשָּׂאוֹתַּחַתרבֵֹץשׂנֹאֲַ�חֲמוֹרכִּי־תִרְאֶה –When you see the ass of your enemy lying under

its burden and would refrain from raising it, you must nevertheless surely help raise it. (Ex 23:5)

R’ Shamshon Raphael Hirsch notes the common tendency humans have to give up on people who

seem to attract calamity and misfortune; it would be far easier to cut them loose. The Torah speaks

against the backdrop of such wayward thinking and reminds us that this person is your brother; you

cannot give up on him. You must persist in helping, even if he fails over and over again – הָקֵם/תַּעֲזבֹעָזבֹ
תַּעֲבִיטֶנּוּוְהַעֲבֵט/תִּפְתַּחפָתחַֹתָּקִים/ .

However, this unilateral obligation is ripe for abuse, giving cheats and crooks a religiously sanctioned

opportunity to exploit good people. The Kli Yakar offers a sharp caveat; you must only persist in

helping people who are at least trying to help themselves – .עִמּוֹ R’ Shlomo Farhi piercingly suggests

that it is not actually possible to help someone who won’t help themselves; the mitzvah is only to help,

not enable. But so long as they’re trying, don’t walk away; figure it out together – תָּקִיםהָקֵם/עִמּוֹתַּעֲזבֹעָזבֹ
.עִמּוֹ

Our sages suggest that we should be grateful for cheats and crooks; otherwise, we’d be guilty over

each and every person we fail to help.

While many mitzvos and rituals have an accompanying blessing to initiate the action, the Rashba

notes that interpersonal mitzvos do not have such a blessing; making a blessing before helping

another person would be dehumanizing, instrumentalizing a person into an object you do a mitzvah

with, eroding the mitzvah entirely.

The Torah has a prominent spiritual dimension, but the interpersonal aspect of the Torah is a

coequal, interdependent, and reciprocal component. It can be easy to get carried away with the

spiritual trappings of helping people without being concerned about the person, but that’s what it’s all

about – the other person is your brother, and you need to relate to him in that way.

R’ Yitzchak Hutner was a Rosh Yeshiva renowned for his wit. Sick in hospital, a student came to visit

his teacher and mentor. The great rabbi asked his guest why he had come, and the young man

responded that it was a great mitzvah to visit the sick. In characteristic form, R’ Hutner challenged his

visitor, “Am I your Lulav? Did you come to shake me?”

The Alter of Kelm suggests that the most pristine form of charity is not the person who helps others

because it’s a mitzvah; but the person who empathizes with the recipient and gives because he is

moved by their needs. On this reading, charity and helping others is an extension of loving your

neighbour. Most people don’t eat because it’s a mitzvah to protect our bodies, we eat because we feel

hungry; the Alter says you must treat the needs of another the same way. Don’t help people because

it’s a mitzvah. Help people because you empathize with their pain to such a degree that if they are

hungry, you are hungry; and when you are hungry, you eat.
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If we are more concerned about lazy freeloaders who exploit public resources than disadvantaged

people who need a leg up, it is only misdirection from the lesser angels of our nature; moral

indignation that permits acting on envy and hate under a cloak of virtue. The Torah articulates a clear

skew and strong preference toward taking action that helps others; the marginal cost of not helping is

unacceptable.

Tzedaka is not charity or philanthropy. Less fortunate isn’t a euphemism; it’s a self-evident and

observable fact. It’s entitled to think it’s not fair that you have to give something up so someone else

can benefit; it’s about justice, not fairness. Giving your money to others is explicitly a zero-sum game.

By telling us to do it anyway, the Torah explicitly dismisses this objection as irrelevant, revealing that

thinking in terms of winning and losing is an entirely incorrect perspective to bring to the interaction.

Your choice isn’t whether to help others; it’s who to help and how – which charities to give to, and in

what quantities. It’s the right thing to do; it is wrong not to.

It is important to be a good steward of capital; will this contribution be the highest and best use of

your resources? But while it’s vital to think in terms of impact and effectiveness, be mindful that some

people aren’t ever going to get by on their own. The widows and orphans of the world aren’t going to

be okay because you wrote a check one time or sent a care package for Pesach; people experiencing

chronic illness aren’t going to recover because you visited them once or hosted a fundraiser a while

back.

And if you don’t have the financial means, remember that your time and expertise must be spent

charitably as well.

The Torah calls for your continued interest and persistent involvement, not a one-off act; a mode of

being, a mentality of feeling obligated to intervene for people who need help today and, in all

likelihood, will still need help tomorrow and the day after as well.

Your brothers need you; you must persist.

I present TorahRedux l’ilui nishmas my late grandfather, HaGaon HaRav Yehuda Leib Gertner ben

HaRav HaChassid MenachemMendel.

I hope you enjoyed this week’s thoughts. If you have questions or comments, or just want to say

hello, it’s a point of pride for me to hear from you, and I’ll always respond. And if you saw, heard,

read, or watched anything that spoke to you, please send it my way - Neli@TorahRedux.com.

If you liked this week’s edition of TorahRedux, why not share it with friends and family who would

appreciate it?
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Neli

PS - TorahRedux is my pride and joy, the product of thousands of hours of learning, research,

writing, editing, and formatting. I have been blessed to operate a business that allows me to

dedicate a substantial amount of time to TorahRedux, and I welcome your assistance in furthering

my goal to keep publishing high-quality Parsha content that makes a difference. I broker healthcare

businesses for sale; I kindly ask for your blessings and prayers, and introductions to anyone who

might want to buy or sell a healthcare business!

Redux: adjective – resurgence; refers to being brought back, restored, or revived; something familiar

presented in a new way. Not to see what no one else has seen, but to say what nobody has yet said

about something which everybody sees.
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