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Speak Up, Step Up

2 minute read | Straightforward

For a long time, there was a prevailing but now discredited theory that history is written by a few

great men, and that these privileged few are driven to greatness through some intrinsic superiority, be

it religious, economic, intellectual, or some other advantage.

The Torah has never taken this view:

בְּקֶרֶבאֲשֶׁרנשְֵׁיכֶם—וְגֵרְךָ,טַפְּכֶםישְִׂרָאֵל.אִישׁכּלֹ,וְשׁטְֹרֵיכֶם,זקְִניֵכֶםשִׁבְטֵיכֶם,רָאשֵׁיכֶםאֱלֹהֵיכֶם:ה’לִפְניֵכֻּלְּכֶם,הַיּוֹםנצִָּבִיםאַתֶּם
הַיּוֹםעִמְּךָכּרֵֹתאֱלֹהֶיךָ,האֲשֶׁראֱלֹהֶיךָ—וּבְאָלָתוֹ:הבִּבְרִיתלְעָבְרְךָ,מֵימֶיךָ.שׁאֵֹבעַדעֵצֶיךָ,מֵחטֵֹבמַחֲניֶךָ: – All of you are

standing before Hashem your God today: heads; tribes; elders; officers; all the men of Israel; children;

women; the strangers in your midst; the wood choppers and the water carriers; so that you should

enter into the covenant and oath of Hashem your God, which Hashem your God makes with you

today… (29:9-11)

One of Judaism’s great innovations is that our God is the God of all people, and cares about all people.

R’ Boruch of Medzhybizh teaches that the Torah’s call to action is not just to the wise and industrious,

and instead requires each of us to participate in realizing its vision; from the most natural born

leaders to the most marginalized groups as well – נשְֵׁיכֶםטַפְּכֶם/וְשׁטְֹרֵיכֶםזקְִניֵכֶםשִׁבְטֵיכֶםרָאשֵׁיכֶם .

We believe that God’s call to action presents itself every day – הַיּוֹםעִמְּךָכּרֵֹתאֱלֹהֶיךָ,האֲשֶׁר – and that it

emanates from Sinai itself – וּמַכְרֶזתֶחוֹרֵבמֵהַריוֹצֵאתקוֹלבַּתוָיוֹםיוֹםבְּכָל .

We will make mistakes, we will stumble, and we will fail, and someone else would do it better. But it

doesn’t matter.

Because whatever your talents and shortcomings are, you have a unique voice and contribution that

you alone can offer – מִמֶּנּהָלִבָּטֵלחוֹרִיןבֶןאַתָּהוְלֹאלִגְמרֹ,הַמְּלָאכָהעָלֶיךָלֹא .

The only person who will never make mistakes is someone who does nothing at all.
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Not Yet Lost

< 1 minute read | Straightforward

One of the most beautiful and innovative themes in the Torah is the concept of teshuva – return and

repentance. Everything broken and lost can be found, fixed, and restored.

Whatever mistakes we have made, we believe that Hashem loves us and will accept us the moment we

make up our minds:

יקְַבֶּצְךָמִשָּׁםהַשָּׁמָיםִ,בִּקְצֵהנדִַּחֲךָ,אִם–יהְִיהֶשָׁמָּה.אֱלֹהֶיךָ,ההֱפִיצְךָאֲשֶׁרמִכָּל–הָעַמִּים,וְקִבֶּצְךָוְשָׁב,וְרִחֲמֶךָ;אֶת–שְׁבוּתְךָ,אֱלֹהֶיךָהוְשָׁב
יקִָּחֶךָוּמִשָּׁםאֱלֹהֶיךָ,ה – God will return your captives and have compassion for you; and will return and

gather you from all the nations, wherever God has scattered you. Even if you are displaced to the edge

of the heavens; that’s where God will gather you from – He will fetch you from there. (30:3,4)

R’ Chaim Brown notes that Hashem promises to find us twice – יקְַבֶּצְךָ/וְקִבֶּצְךָ .

What does the repetition add?

Rav Kook teaches that the first promise is about a physical return to Israel, and the second promise is

that God will also return us from the outer edge of the spiritual universe – הַשָּׁמָיםִקְצֵה .

The Sfas Emes teaches that Hashem makes this promise regardless of whatever it is that brought us

there to that spiritual wilderness – whether it’s upbringing; bad choices; poor self-control – none of it

matters – יקִָּחֶךָוּמִשָּׁם/יקְַבֶּצְךָמִשָּׁם .

An astounding number of people today believe they are irredeemable and have done terrible things.

But if you’re not an adulterous, idol worshipping murderer, the odds are that you can make amends

pretty easily. And even if you are, Hashem doesn’t give up on us!

So forgive yourself for yesterday; make amends today; all for a better tomorrow.

Mental Game

3 minute read | Straightforward

Why do some people accomplish their goals while others fail?
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Usually, we default to talking about skill and talent. That’s when we say things like he is the smartest,

or she is the quickest.

Sometimes, we talk about luck. That’s when we say things like someone was in the right place at the

right time, or they finally caught a break.

But we all know there is more to it than that.

Talent and luck are part of what it takes, sure. But when we look at top performers across all fields,

there’s something that outweighs both – mental game.

We recognize that top performers have an insatiable desire to persevere that carries them through the

troughs of adversity and resistance and into the heights of achievement and success. They have both

reactive and proactive qualities; they can endure difficult situations until they persevere and

overcome adversity, obstacles, or pressure. They then go on to maintain focus and motivation when

things are going well to achieve their goals consistently.

Talent and skill have normal distributions; some people have more, and some people have less. But

research has consistently shown that strength or smarts aren’t the most accurate predictions of

achievement. Instead, it was grit – the perseverance and passion to achieve long–term goals – that

made the difference.

We’ve probably seen evidence of this in our own lives. There’s that friend who squandered their

talent, and then that other person who gave their all to accomplish their goal, no matter how hard it

was or how long it took. In other words, talent is overrated.

R’ Shamshon Raphael Hirsch notes that humans are created in God’s image, meaning humans

possess a capacity for free choice that distinguishes us from all other creatures.

R’ Noach Weinberg teaches that desire, the free will to persevere, is evenly distributed, meaning that

every one of us has an equal ability to choose, which ought to be hugely empowering. It means any of

us can accomplish real greatness, and it starts with just choosing to want it badly enough.

The notion that humans have free will is the radical proposition that cuts to the very core of Judaism:

וְזרְַעֶךָאַתָּהתִּחְיהֶלְמַעַןבַּחַיּיִםוּבָחַרְתָּוְהַקְּלָלָההַבְּרָכָהלְפָניֶךָנתַָתִּיוְהַמָּוֶתהַחַיּיִםוְאֶת־הָאָרֶץאֶת־הַשָּׁמַיםִהַיּוֹםבָכֶםהַעִדתִֹי – I call

heaven and earth to witness against you this day: I have put before you life and death, blessing and

curse. Choose life, so you and your children will live! (30:19)

As the Rambam wrote, every one of us could choose to be as righteous as Moshe himself if we

genuinely wanted to. Avos d’R’ Nosson teaches that the entire Torah is within everybody’s reach –

יעקבקהלתמורשה/ויטוליבואליטולהרוצהכלתורה,שלעמלה .
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You have to believe in yourself and in your ability to do it – יחְִיהֶבֶּאֱמוּנתָוֹוְצַדִּיק . The Ramban suggests that

it’s heresy to doubt yourself!

R’ Tzadok HaKohen explains that believing in God necessarily requires that you believe in yourself.

God put you here to do something, so God obviously believes in your ability to perform. It follows that

if you don’t think God believes in you, you don’t properly believe in God!

Your mental game plays a more important role than anything else in achieving your health, business,

and life goals. That’s good news because while you can’t do much about the genes you were born with,

you can do a lot to develop mental toughness. Mental toughness is a learned trait that anyone can

develop.

There is undoubtedly some natural inclination that makes self-mastery easier for some people, but it

is not a limiting factor in itself, however. Everyone’s ability to think, plan and execute is enough if they

make use of it.

Regardless of the talent you were born with, you can become more consistent and disciplined, and you

can develop superhuman levels of mental toughness.

It’s something you build, but it’s also something you maintain and grow. Newly conquered territory

becomes your new comfort zone soon enough.

When things get tough for most people, they find something easier to work on. When things get

difficult for mentally tough people, they find a way to stay on course. There will always be extreme

moments that require incredible bouts of courage, determination, resiliency, and grit, and even the

best of us will fail. There will never be a human who only succeeds and does not fail – י יקאֵיןאָדָםכִּ צַדִּ
רבָּאָרֶץ האֲשֶׁ יחֱֶטָאוְלֹאטּוֹביעֲַשֶׂ .

Every tough-as-nails person has faced sink-or-swim moments, and they didn’t choose to sink, float, or

tread water. They chose life; they chose to swim. Every descendant of Jewish history is the heir to an

intrinsic and inescapable legacy of people who chose to live proactively and not reactively. The

bedrock of contemporary Jewish life today was substantially laid by Holocaust survivors, people who

chose life, building anew in the wake of the devastation they endured.

But for most of life’s circumstances and challenges, toughness simply comes down to being more

consistent than most people. Every day, cultivate your mental game a little and make life-affirming

and life-enhancing choices.

Choose life – בחייםובחרת .

Because hard work beats talent when talent doesn’t work hard.
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The Covenant of Kings

3 minute read | Straightforward

One of the most basic and essential rules of interpretation is understanding that the Torah is written

in language humans can read and understand – אדםבניכלשוןתורהדיברה .

R’ Shamshon Raphael Hirsch explains that the Torah writes within the boundaries of human

understanding, not objective truths known only to God.

The Rambam utilizes this theme prominently, famously suggesting that the Torah co-opted animal

sacrifices only because they were culturally familiar methods of worship in the Ancient Near East. The

Ralbag similarly recognized the value of understanding the ancient world of the Torah to give us

enhanced context and understanding of the Torah’s teachings.

Apart from animal sacrifices, another ancient practice that would be culturally familiar was the notion

of the covenant.

In the Ancient Near East, kings would formalize their diplomatic relations with treaties or covenants.

These treaties were drafted between equals and sometimes between a superior and a subordinate

state or suzerain and vassal. The structure of the Torah’s covenants has striking parallels to the

suzerain-vassal treaties. If we unpack the layers of the system, we can unlock a deeper appreciation

for it.

The main elements of suzerain-vassal treaties are identifying the treaty-maker, the superior; a

historical introduction, such as prior beneficial acts the superior has done for the subordinate; the

stipulations, typically the demand for loyalty; a list of divine witnesses; and blessings and curses. The

treaty was proclaimed in public along with a ceremonial meal and stored at a holy site. A periodic

public reading would remind the subordinate citizens of their duties.

The similarity between the Torah’s use of covenants and other treaties extant in the Ancient Near East

isn’t merely interesting trivia – it’s political dynamite.

For most of ancient history, the head of state was also the leader of the cult – god-kings and

priest-kings were standard. The king or the priestly class had a monopoly on the rituals of religion,

and the common serfs were passive observers living vicariously through these holy men.

In sharp contrast with that background, the Torah’s rendition of a covenant is striking not in its

similarity but also its difference.
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God does not seek a covenant with Moshe, the head of state, nor Ahron, the Kohen Gadol. God does

not even desire a covenant with the Jewish People; the party God treats with is no less than every

single individual, which is explosive because it’s shocking enough that a God would care about

humans in general, let alone each of us in particular. And by making a covenant with us, God goes

even further and asks us to be His partners.

A covenant between God and individuals doesn’t just illustrate the dignity of every individual; it also

bestows a second facet to our identity. By elevating common people into vassal-kings, we are all

royalty – קְדשִֹׁיםכֻּלָּםכָל-הָעֵדָה/קָדוֹשׁוְגוֹיכּהֲֹניִםמַמְלֶכֶת . This also echoes a broader ideological theme that

idealized a community of educated and empowered citizens – ם נַּנתָּ לְבִנךְָוְהִגַּדְתָּ/לְבָניֶךָוְשִׁ .

R’ Shlomo Farhi notes that we take self-identity for granted today, but historically, self-identity was

subsumed into community and culture. In a world where the individual self barely existed and

mattered very little, it’s radical to say that God cares for us individually because it’s not apparent at all

– העולםנבראבשבילי . This tension between God as distant yet close is captured in our blessings, where

we call Hashem “You” in the second person, indicating familiar closeness, and then “Hashem,” with

titles in the third person, indicating distance.

Striking a covenant with individuals democratizes access to God and spirituality, creating a direct line

for everybody. Parenthetically, this echoes the Torah’s conception of creating humans in God’s image

– everyone is, not just a few “special” people.

We are all royalty in God’s eyes, and we are all God’s partners.

God is Biased

4 minute read | Straightforward

One of Judaism’s signature beliefs is in our personal ability to make amends – Teshuva.

It’s hard to overstate the significance of this belief.

In sharp contrast, Christianity does not have a framework for humans to make amends; humans are

born and remain in a state of sinfulness as a result of the corruption of original sin, which is the

theological basis of Jesus’ death as an atonement.

Teshuva is a fundamentally different worldview.
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Teshuva and the personal abilities of atonement and forgiveness are groundbreaking because, in the

ancient world, humans lived in fear of their gods. You would try to do right by them, in the hope that

they would do right to you; you don’t offend them, so they don’t smite you. The relationship people

had with their gods was explicitly transactional; and from a certain perspective, what we might call

abusive.

But in a framework where atonement and forgiveness exist, God isn’t looking to catch you out at all,

and the new possibility exists for a very different relationship – not just master and servant, but now

something more like parent and child.

Why do we believe we have the ability to atonement and earn forgiveness?

Quite simply, we believe we can make amends because the Torah consistently not only emphasizes

that God is not impartial; but that God is biased towards creation – נהֶחֶסֶדעוֹלָם/נדִּוֹןהָעוֹלָםוּבְטוֹב יבָּ .

The priestly blessing explicitly talks about God’s preferential treatment; Rashi explains it as a wish for

God to literally smile at us – ניָוה’יאֵָר אוִיחֻנֶּךָ,אֵלֶיךָפָּ ניָוה’ישָּׂ אֵלֶיךָפָּ .

As the Shem mi’Shmuel explains, God’s compassion amplifies the steps we take to make amends –

לַאֲלָפִיםחֶסֶדועשֶֹׂה .

The Torah speaks plainly about how compassion will drive God to personally gather up every lost soul

and return and restore them from wherever they are:

יקְַבֶּצְךָמִשָּׁםהַשָּׁמָיםִבִּקְצֵהנדִַּחֲךָ,אִם–יהְִיהֶשָׁמָּה.אֱלֹהֶיךָ,ההֱפִיצְךָאֲשֶׁרמִכָּל–הָעַמִּים,וְקִבֶּצְךָוְשָׁב,וְרִחֲמֶךָ;אֶת–שְׁבוּתְךָ,אֱלֹהֶיךָהוְשָׁב
יקִָּחֶךָוּמִשָּׁםאֱלֹהֶיךָ,ה – God will return your captives and have compassion for you; and will return and

gather you from all the nations, wherever God has scattered you. (30:3,4)

Rav Kook teaches that the first promise is about a physical return to Israel, and the second promise is

that God will also return us from the outer edge of the spiritual universe – הַשָּׁמָיםִקְצֵה . The Sfas Emes

teaches that Hashem makes this promise regardless of whatever it is that brought us there to that

spiritual wilderness – whether it’s upbringing; bad choices; poor self-control – none of it matters –

יקִָּחֶךָוּמִשָּׁם/יקְַבֶּצְךָמִשָּׁם .

The High Holy Day prayers prominently quotes Ezekiel telling his audience, and us, what it will take

to avert harsh judgment:

לוֹיזִּכְָרוּלֹאעָשָׂהאֲשֶׁרכּל־פְּשָׁעָיוימָוּת.לֹאיחְִיהֶחָיהֹוּצְדָקָהמִשְׁפָּטוְעָשָׂהאֶת־כּל־חֻקוֹתַיוְשָׁמַרעָשָׂהאֲשֶׁרמִכּל־חַטּאֹתָוישָׁוּבכִּיוְהָרָשָׁע
וְחָיהָמִדְּרָכָיובְּשׁוּבוֹהֲלוֹאאלוקיםאֲדנֹיָנאְֻםרָשָׁעמוֹתאֶחְפּץֹהֶחָפץֹיחְִיהֶ.אֲשֶׁר־עָשָׂהבְּצִדְקָתוֹ – Moreover, if the wicked one

repents of all the sins that he committed and keeps all My laws and does what is just and right, he

shall live; he shall not die. None of the transgressions he committed shall be remembered against

him; because of the righteousness he has practiced, he shall live. Is it my desire that a wicked person
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shall die?—says the Lord God. It is rather that he shall turn back from his ways and live. (Ezekiel

18:21-23)

As R’ Jonathan Sacks notes, there is no mention of sacrifice, no mention of a temple, no magic ritual

or secret; it’s never too late to change, God will forgive every mistake we’ve made so long as we are

honest in regretting it and doing our best to make it right.

As the Izhbitzer teaches, there are no mistakes, and the world has unfolded up to this moment as

intended; which, quite radically, validates sin retroactively, although it should be clear that this

teaching has zero prospective or forward-looking value. You are where you are supposed to be today,

you were supposed to make that mistake; and now your task is to move forward from it. God is willing

to let go of our mistakes; we needn’t hold on so tight.

As R’ Simcha Bunim of Peshischa points out, there’s nothing surprising about humans making

mistakes and doing the wrong thing. The big surprise is that we don’t take advantage of our ability to

atone and make amends every day – י צְוָהכִּ זֹּאת,הַמִּ רהַ ךָהִואלֹא-נפְִלֵאתהַיּוֹםמְצַוְּךָאָנכִֹיאֲשֶׁ מַיםִלֹאהִוא.רְחקָֹהוְלֹאמִמְּ בַשָּׁ
י-קָרוֹב/הִוא בָראֵלֶיךָכִּ פִיךָמְאדֹ,הַדָּ שֹׂתוֹוּבִלְבָבְךָ,בְּ לַעֲ .

The conclusion of one of the most moving parts of the prayers unambiguously says that even a person

who sinned their entire life can still repent on his deathbed – ועדוחיהמדרכובשובואםכיהמת,במותתחפץלאכי
תקבלומידישובאםלו,תחכהמותויום .

It’s literally not possible to alienate yourself from the Creator Who permeates Creation. As R’ Akiva

taught, God Himself cleanses us – מַיםִ,‏אֲבִיכֶםאֶתְכֶם,מְטַהֵרוּמִי בַּשָּׁ מֵאִים,אֶתמְטַהֵרמִקְוֶה‏מַה‏…שֶׁ דוֹשׁאַףהַטְּ הוּאבָּרוּךְהַקָּ
רָאֵלאֶתמְטַהֵר ישְׂ .

It’s not even difficult! Our sages authorize a wicked man to marry a woman on the condition that he is

righteous, on the basis that he might have had a moment’s thought about changing for the better. The

Minchas Chinuch notes that this potential thought doesn’t include the confession and follow through

required for complete rehabilitation; but the Rogatchover and the Brisker school suggest that the

mere thought alone of doing better removes the designation of wicked from a person – because God is

biased.

By designing creation with a framework that includes atonement, forgiveness, and Teshuva, God

freely admits bias towards the children of creation. In fact, our sages say that a repentant can achieve

what saints cannot.

God invites the children of creation to come home – שובביםבניםשובו . There is no need to hold yourself

to a higher standard than God.

If you think you can probably be doing a little better in certain respects, you might be right and it

could be time to raise your standards.
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It’s not hard, and it’s not far away. Creation has been designed for you to make amends, has been

waiting for you to make amends.

What are you waiting for?

Fear Redux; Faith Redux

6 minute read | Straightforward

In the context of religion, faith is a natural consequence of professing to believe in God. If there’s a

Creator, there must be some plan, and so the thinking goes, we should have faith in it.

Faith means the notion of confidence or trust in a person, thing, or concept; in this case, the Creator –

בטחון/אמונה .

But how we talk about faith doesn’t always make sense.

People get afraid and worried about everyday life, like whether they can afford to pay their bills or if

their loved one will recover from sickness. The root of every human fear is the notion that we are

fundamentally powerless against the forces of the universe.

There can sometimes be a toxic Emunah culture that stifles, suffocates, and squashes real people with

real feelings. That sounds like when people say things like don’t worry, God has a plan, or it’s for the

best, trust God, and have faith that everything will work out. As the famous song goes, the main thing

is to have no fear at all – כלללפחדלאוהעיקר .

Whether spoken or unspoken or even in your own thoughts, there is an invalidation or judgment here;

to the extent you feel doubts or fears, you really have to work on your faith because if you had faith in

God, you wouldn’t feel afraid – because faith and fear are incompatible and mutually exclusive.

But is that so true?

Firstly, there is a basic problem with the notion that fear is intrinsically wrong. Although many fears

are learned, the threshold capacity to fear is part of human nature, a subconscious instinct, which, like

desire, does not lend itself to moral judgment; it’s simply the basic reality of our lived experience.

Fear is our response to a stimulus occurring in the present or in anticipation or expectation of a future

threat perceived as a risk. The fear response arises from the perception of danger leading to a
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confrontation with or escape from or avoiding the threat, also known as the fight-or-flight response,

which in extreme cases of horror and terror can be a freeze response or paralysis.

Fear is visceral and instinctual, hard coded into our DNA, predates human consciousness, and results

from an external stimulus, not a character flaw. The survival instinct originates in the most primal

parts of the brain – בהמיתנפש .

This is a complete defense of feeling our fears.

Moreover, fear is one of the tools the Torah uses to obtain compliance from its readers – בָּכֶםאַף־ה’וְחָרָה
לָכֶםנתֵֹןה’אֲשֶׁרהַטּבָֹההָאָרֶץמֵעַלמְהֵרָהוַאֲבַדְתֶּםאֶת־יבְוּלָהּתִתֵּןלֹאוְהָאֲדָמָהמָטָרוְלֹא־יהְִיהֶאֶת־הַשָּׁמַיםִוְעָצַר .

Fear is arguably why many people practice religion; Pascal’s wager argues that a rational person

should live as though God exists because if God does not exist, a person only loses a little luxury or

pleasure. In contrast, if God exists, a person stands to receive infinite pain or gain in Heaven and Hell.

But far more powerfully, the greats experienced fear too, as the Torah and our prophets testify, which

should demolish any misguided self-righteous attempts at invalidating fear.

Fear is not a negative emotion; it is not something we should avoid associating with our great

ancestors. Fear is a human emotion, and our great ancestors were humans who felt fear and

responded to those fears in ways we can learn from.

When God promises Avraham a grand future, Avraham wonders what God is talking about because,

as a childless older man, he naturally experiences doubt, fear, and insecurity about the future –

אִירָשֶׁנּהָכִּיאֵדַעבַּמָּה/מַה־תִּתֶּן־לִי . As beings bound by time, our existence is limited from one moment to the

next; everyone worries about the future.

When Yakov and his family finally escape Lavan’s clutches, they are intercepted on the run by Esau

with 400 warriors, and Yakov is afraid – מְאדֹיעֲַקבֹוַיּיִרָא . He has good reason to be afraid – he can send

gifts, give weapons to children, and send half the family a day ahead, but he understands the

imminent reality that his family might get massacred – וְהִכַּניִפֶּן־יבָוֹאאתֹוֹאָנכִֹיכִּי־ירֵָאעֵשָׂומִיּדַאָחִימִיּדַנאָהַצִּילֵניִ
עַל־בָּניִםאֵם .

When Yosef frames his brothers as part of his ruse to see if they regret his abduction and trafficking,

they express fear when they begin to realize that they are entangled with a powerful person who poses

a serious threat to them – אֶל־אָחִיואִישׁוַיּחֶֶרְדוּלִבָּםוַיּצֵֵא .

When the young Moshe steps beyond the palace life of his childhood into the world of his people’s

suffering, he steps in to save someone from an oppressive Egyptian officer, killing the Egyptian.

Realizing that he has crossed the point of no return and stands alone against the might of the

Egyptian empire, Moshe feels afraid – הוַיִּירָא יֹּאמַרמשֶׁ בָרנוֹדַעאָכֵןוַ הַדָּ .
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When Mordechai sends word to Esther about the new legislation authorizing the genocide of the

Jewish People, he tells Esther to intervene and go to the king. But Esther doesn’t go immediately; she

responds that going to the king without summons is a death sentence. She is afraid to risk her life, and

Mordechai must persuade her to overcome those fears to save the Jewish People.

Let there be no doubt that we are talking about giants here, the greatest of greats, heroes of heroes.

And they felt fears we can easily recognize as familiar.

It is cruel, not to mention incredibly self-destructive, to idealize a lack of fear.

As one great writer had a child ask his father, can a man still be brave if he’s afraid? Says the father

with piercing clarity; it is the only time a man can be brave.

Toxic masculinity is a cultural pressure that says men shouldn’t cry or get scared; our Torah says they

do.

As Fred Rogers taught, anything human is mentionable, and the mentionable can become more

manageable. When we can talk about our feelings, they can become less overwhelming, less upsetting,

and less scary.

A core part of the Jewish mission is the pursuit of wholeness – שלימות/תמימות . It is an act of

psychological violence to kill off the emotional aspects of another, or in the case of yourself,

self-mutilation. When you cut away the parts of the self capable of feeling a wide range of emotional

responses, people wind up disconnected from themselves and the people around them. You get

broken people not emotionally in tune with themselves or their surroundings. By definition,

wholeness must be compatible with the full spectrum of human emotion; one of the most important

tasks of our era is to reconnect with and reunite the severed parts.

The life of our greatest heroes was an emotional life that was visited by fear and doubt. The difference

between the best of us and the rest of us is what they did about it. The Torah’s stories reassure us that

we’re not alone and that our feelings are natural and normal.

Fear and faith are compatible, and they exist along the same spectrum. Faith is not blind or mindless;

the Torah testifies Avraham’s faith in the middle of his doubt and insecurity – צְדָקָהלּוֹוַיּחְַשְׁבֶהָבַּה’וְהֶאֱמִן .

As the Torah draws to the conclusion of its great story, Moshe hands over the reins to Yehoshua, and

encourages him in front of the Jewish People, to be brave and strong in the face of fear; God tells

Yehoshua the exact same thing – ‘ יעַַזבְֶךָּוְלֹאירְַפְּךָלֹאעִמָּךְהַהלֵֹךְהוּאאֱלֹקיךָהכִּימִפְּניֵהֶםוְאַל־תַּעַרְצוּאַל־תִּירְאוּוְאִמְצוּחִזקְוּ
אֶהְיהֶוְאָנכִֹילָהֶםאֲשֶׁר־נשְִׁבַּעְתִּיאֶל־הָאָרֶץישְִׂרָאֵלאֶת־בְּניֵתָּבִיאאַתָּהכִּיוֶאֱמָץחֲזקַוַיּאֹמֶרבִּן־נוּןאֶת־יהְוֹשֻׁעַוַיצְַו/תֵחָתוְלֹאתִירָאלֹא/

.עִמָּךְ
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As the Abarbanel teaches, there is no contradiction between fear and faith. Faith in God cannot make

a person immune to the powerful natural emotional instinct of fear. Faith means that despite those

fears, you act with your highest faculties, guided by Torah, reason, and knowledge, not by fear.

What makes our greats great is that while they sometimes felt afraid, they didn’t stay afraid. They

didn’t live in fear or act from a place of fear. In the high-stress moments, they felt it, but it is never

mentioned again; they choose to act with confidence, faith, security, and trust that there is a divine

plan, the difference between feeling afraid and being afraid.

We see this played out in the aftermath of the scout report of the Land of Israel; the Jewish People are

consumed with fear and terror that they will be massacred, that their women and children will be

captured, and they want to flee back to Egypt. Too afraid to listen, Yehosua and Caleb’s reassurances

fall on deaf ears – אַל־תִּירָאֻםאִתָּנוּה’מֵעֲלֵיהֶםצִלָּםסָרהֵםלַחְמֵנוּכִּיהָאָרֶץאֶת־עַםאַל־תִּירְאוּוְאַתֶּם .

Controlling your emotions doesn’t mean avoiding or denying complex or difficult emotions. It means

doing things with your emotions as the passenger, not the driver. When a moment of anger, fear, or

sadness comes, feel it, recognize it, and understand it, but don’t lose it.

Avraham was right to be anxious about the future; Yakov was right to be scared his family would be

massacred in the morning; Moshe was right that one man can’t resist an empire alone; Esther was

right that going to the king without an invitation was a death sentence.

In more recent memory, the Jewish world of today is built on foundations laid by Holocaust survivors.

These people experienced unthinkable horrors beyond even the greatest subject matter experts. It has

been said of the generation that survived the terror of the Holocaust that it was perhaps the greatest

act of faith by the Jewish People to trust God and have Jewish children once more.

When you’re afraid, it means you take a threat seriously. It’s pointless to try to stop feeling nervous.

Instead, like our heroes, recognize it for what it is, a call to harness all your faculties on the task at

hand. Like pain, worry when you don’t feel it.

Judaism and the Torah are situated in the world of action. We bear the timeless and consistent legacy

of people who faced their fears and acted with boldness and hope, who felt scared in their darkness

yet persisted until the light.

Our great ancestors took action, hoping things would work out, but not with any knowledge or

certainty. As our sages point out, they often fear their sins and shortcomings. Their extraordinary acts

of faith look like people who feel afraid but do their best to bring about a better outcome, which is well

within our reach.

Courage is not the absence of fear but the triumph over it.
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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.

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

appreciate it?

Neli

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

writing, editing, and formatting. My business, Hendon Advisors, allows me to dedicate time to

TorahRedux, and I welcome your assistance in furthering my goal to keep publishing high-quality

Parsha content that makes a difference. I source and broker the purchase and sale of healthcare

businesses; I kindly ask for your blessings and prayers. If you are a buyer of healthcare businesses

or can make introductions to healthcare operators who might buy or sell, just reply to this email to

get in touch.

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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