
Identity Crisis
Amnes ia  i s  a  f r ighten ing  i l lness .  Imagine  forget t ing  who  you  are  — sudden ly  you

have  no  fami ly ,  no  h is tory ,  and  no  ident i ty .  I t  can  happen  to  an  ind iv idua l  and  i t  can
happen  to  a  peop le .  There  have  been  t imes  in  our  h is tory  when  we seemed to  forget
who we were  and  where  we  came f rom.  And  a l l  too  o f ten ,  we  seem uncerta in  about

where  we  are  go ing . In  the  open ing  chapters  o f  Lev i t icus ,  we  read  the
express ion  Nefesh  k i  techeta  — "when a  person  wi l l  s in . "   The  Torah  goes  on  to
descr ibe  the  var ious  atonement  o f fer ings  necessary  to  abso lve  one  f rom the i r

t respasses .  The  Kabba l i s t ic  c lass ic ,  Zohar ,  renders  th is  phrase  both  l i tera l l y  and
sp i r i tua l l y .  Nefesh   i s  in terpreted  as  not  mere ly  a  person  but  a  sou l ,  and  the  verse  i s

punctuated  by  a  quest ion  mark .  In  o ther  words ,  the  Torah  i s  ask ing  Nefesh  k i
techeta? Sha l l  a  sou l  s in?  Can  a  Jewish  sou l ,  a  y idd ishe  neshamah ,  a  spark  o f

d iv in i ty ,  rea l l y  and  t ru ly  s toop  to  commit  a  lowly  s in?  How is  that  poss ib le?Indeed ,
the  on ly  way  i t  can  happen  i s  when  we forget  who  we are ,  when  we are  no  longer  in

touch  wi th  our  t rue  sp i r i tua l  ident i ty ,  when  we s tar t  to  suf fer  f rom sp i r i tua l
amnes ia .Sad ly ,  i t  does  happen .  In  fact ,  i t ' s  not  rea l l y  that  d i f f icu l t .  A f ter  a l l ,  we  l i ve
in  a  secu lar  soc iety .  The  o ld  ghetto  wa l l s  are  no  longer  there  to  insu late  us .  We are
exposed  to  the  b ig  wide  wor ld  wi th  a l l  i t s  seeming ly  tanta l i z ing  d ivers ions .  Even  i f
we  do  marry  wi th in  the  fa i th ,  we  become cu l tura l l y  ass imi lated .  S lowly  but  sure ly ,

then ,  even  a  nefesh ,  a  Jewish  sou l ,  s tar ts  forget t ing  who  she  i s  and  can  fa l l  in to  the
web of  s in .Remember  the  "wise  man"  f rom Che lm and  h is  prob lem? He worr ied  that

when he  went  to  the  pub l ic  bathhouse  where  everyone  i s  unc lothed  he  wouldn ' t  know
who he  was .  Without  h is  own persona l  set  o f  c lo th ing  to  d is t ingu ish  h im f rom others ,
he  might  suf fer  an  ident i ty  cr i s i s .  So  he  dev ised  a  p lan .  He  t ied  a  red  s t r ing  around

his  b ig  toe  so  that  even  in  the  bathhouse  he  would  s tand  out  f rom everyone  e lse .
Sad ly ,  when  he  was  in  the  shower ,  the  water  and  soapsuds  loosened  the  red  s t r ing ,

and  i t  s l ipped  o f f  h is  b ig  toe .  To  make  matters  worse ,  the  red  s t r ing  f loated  a long  to
the  next  cub ic le  and  twi r led  around  the  b ig  toe  o f  the  fe l low under  the  next

shower .Sudden ly ,  our  Che lmer  gen ius  d iscovered  that  h is  s t r ing  was  gone .  He
star ted  pan ick ing .  Th is  was  a  ser ious  ident i ty  cr i s i s .  Then  he  saw that  the  fe l low

next  door  was  sport ing  h is  red  s t r ing .  Whereupon ,  he  ran  over  to  h im and  shouted ,  " I
know who you  are ,  but  who  am  I?"Who are  you? You  are  a  Jew!  You  are  a  son

of  Abraham,   I saac  and   Jacob ,  a  daughter  o f  Sarah ,  Rebecca ,  Rache l  and  Leah .  You
are  a  member  o f  the  "k ingdom of  pr iests  and  ho ly  nat ion . "  You  were  f reed  f rom Egypt
and  s tood  at  S ina i .  You  have  surv ived  count less  at tempts  on  your  l i fe  and  your  fa i th .

You  emerged  f rom the  ashes  o f  Auschwitz  on ly  to  l i ve  aga in .  And  you  ask  "Who am
I?"  Th is  i s  a  ser ious  case  o f  nat iona l  amnes ia .So  the  ho ly  Zohar  reminds  us  that  we

are  not  on ly  "a  person  who may  s in . "  We are  a  sou l ,  and  sha l l  a  sou l  s in?  A  sou l  i s  by
def in i t ion  part  and  parce l  o f  the  D iv ine .  And  for  the  G‐dly  sou l  w i th in  us ,  d i s tanc ing

ourse lves  f rom our  very  source  i s  abso lute ly  unth inkab le .How e lse  can  we exp la in
the  phenomenon that  a f ter  70  years  o f  Communist  a the ism,  Jews  in  the  Former

Sov iet  Un ion  are  today  fervent ly  embrac ing  the  fa i th  o f  the i r  fore fathers?  Or  that
af ter  decades  o f  apathy ,  Amer ican  Jews  o f  a l l  ages  are  desperate ly  seek ing

sp i r i tua l i ty?  Or  that  the  rena issance  o f  Jewish  l i fe  has  become a  rea l i ty  around  the
g lobe? Yes ,  there  are  good  peop le  out  there  ign i t ing  sparks  and  fann ing  them into  a

f iery  fa i th .  But  the  sparks  would  not  take  i f  there  was  not  a  burn ing  ember  ins ide
every  Jewish  sou l ,  an  ember  that  remains  inext ingu ishab le  no  matter  what .So  i f  you
ever  have  doubts  about  who  you  are ,  remember  the  Zohar .  You  are  a  sou l .  And  a  sou l

never  d ies .
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FOOD FOR THE SOUL
As impossible as it sounds, as absurd as
it may seem: The mandate of darkness is
to become light; the mandate of a busy,
messy world is to find oneness.We have

proof: for the greater the darkness
becomes and the greater the confusion of
l ife, the deeper our souls reach inward to

discover their own essence-core.How
could it be that darkness leads us to find
a deeper l ight? That confusion leads us
to find a deeper truth?Only because the

very act of existence was set from its
beginning to know its own Author.As it

says, “In the beginning . . . G‑d said, ‘It
shall become light!’”

 

A LITTLE HISTORY

Now the Haggadah shares some history with us:
The great sage Hillel did not eat the bitter herbs

separately. Nor did he eat the matzah alone. Hillel
lived at the time of the Holy Temple, when eating
the Passover sacrifice was a part of the Passover

obligations. Instead of eating the three foods
separately (matzah, bitter herbs, meat from the

sacrifice) he would make a sandwich combining the
three, and eat it while reclining. To

commemorate Hillel’s sandwich (“korech”), Jews do
the same today, eating the Hillel sandwich (minus

the meat) while reclining.Symbolized in the
sandwich is Hillel’s positive approach to all the

hardships in his life.The sandwich is a comprised
of matzah and bitter herbs. Matzah is the thin bread
that represents the freedom we have been granted,

as opposed to being slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt.
Inside the two pieces of matzah we place the bitter
herbs, symbolizing life’s hardships.Hillel viewed the
bitter parts of his life, particularly the hardships of

poverty that G‑d bestowed upon him, positively. So,
while his life appeared difficult, he was able to

understand that it was G‑d’s will and ultimately for a
good reason. Therefore he placed the bitterness

(bitter herbs) inside the freedom (matzah) and ate it
while reclining.

 

Jewish Responses to Epidemics Throughout History
By Yehuda Shurpin

King David and 100 Blessings
The Midrash relates that during the reign of King David an epidemic broke out,  claiming the l ives
of 100 people a day.  Through Divine inspiration King David understood the cause of this epidemic,
and instituted that everyone recite at least 100 blessings a day.The Talmud tel ls us that there is
an al lusion to this in Deuteronomy: “Now, Israel ,  what does the L‐rd,  your G‐d, ask of you?  .   .   .  To
walk in His ways  .   .   .  and to serve Him.”4 The Hebrew word for “what,” mah (ָמה ) ,  is  phonetically
similar to the word me’ah (ֵמָאה ) ,  which means “100.” In other words,  the verse can be understood
as saying:  “Now, Israel ,  100 does the L‐rd,  your G‐d, ask of you"—100 blessings.For more on this
requirement (and how it  isn’t  as diff icult as it  may seem),  see How Many Blessings does a Jew Say
Each Day?In a letter to the people of Israel during a cholera outbreak in the year 1848, 
 the Tzemach Tzedek, writes that although nowadays we are accustomed to reciting 100 blessings
throughout the day,  nevertheless during an epidemic one should be extra careful not only to recite
the blessings,  but to understand the meaning of the words.

The Talmud:Avoid Infection
 The Talmud gives us a number of ways in which the sages would avoid infection,  which may seem
obvious to us now but were fairly radical in the times of the Talmud:Rabbi Yochanan would
announce: Be careful of the f l ies found on those affl icted with ra’atan (a type of infectious
disease) ,  as they are carriers of the disease.
Rabbi Zeira would not sit  in a spot where the wind blew from the direction of someone affl icted
with ra’atan.
Rabbi Elazar would not enter the tent of one affl icted with ra’atan.
Rabbi Ami and Rabbi Asi would not eat eggs from an al ley in which someone affl icted
with ra’atan l ived.

Black Death and Handwashing
Perhaps the most devastating epidemic of history was the Black Death,  the bubonic plague that
decimated much of the world population during the 14th century.  More specif ically ,  between the
years 1347–1351 it  is estimated to have ki l led somewhere between 75 to 200 mil l ion people in
Eurasia (30–60% of the population at that t ime).What is perhaps less known is that Jews were
blamed for the plague,  resulting in massacres of Jewish communities throughout Europe. In al l ,  it
is estimated that over 500 Jewish communities were decimated.Besides the general anti-Semitism
in that period,  historians explain that overall  the Jews seemed less susceptible to the plague. This
was due both to the fact that many Jews had to l ive in ghettos away from the general population,
and to the Jewish laws that compelled Jews to ritually wash and bathe.  In an age when washing
and bathing were diff icult and not done often,  the Jews were markedly more hygienic than their
non-Jewish neighbours and were thus less l ikely to contract the disease.  However,  many saw this
as evidence that the Jews had caused the plague.

Making the Most of Quarantine
In 1774, Rabbi Chaim Yosef David Azulai  (Chida,  1724–1806) was traveling to raise money for the
Holy Land, when he was quarantined for 40 days in the port city of Livorno,  Italy .  While in
quarantine he compiled one of his most famous works,  Shem ha-Gedolim (“Names of the Great
Ones”) ,  a bibl iography of great Jewish scholars who preceded him, together with their works.  It  is
due to this work that he is considered one of the fathers of Jewish bibl iography.For a l ist of works
written in isolation,  see 9 Jewish Works Written in Prison or Confinement.

Charity Saves From Death
In late 1827 an epidemic broke out in the city of Orsha ,  in which three or four people were dying
daily .  Since Rabbi Dovber of Lubavitch was out of town at the time, the inhabitants turned to his
son-in-law, Rabbi Menachem Mendel ,  later known as the Tzemach Tzedek, for advice.In addition to
quoting a story in the Zohar about reading the portion of the ketoret during an epidemic,  the
Tzemach Tzedek suggested that,  in l ight of the verse in Proverbs “And charity wil l  save from
death,” they should add in charity.  However,  he stressed that,  as is explained in Tanya,  it  is
preferable to give charity many times throughout the day (especial ly before prayer) in smaller
denominations than just giving one large sum, even if  it  equals the same amount.  Ideally ,  the total
sum of each day should be a multiple of 18.

Cholera 1831: Limit Crowds
During an outbreak of cholera in 1831, people turned to one of the leading rabbis of the
generation,  Rabbi Akiva Eiger,  for advice regarding large gatherings.  His many rulings helped stem
the tide of the epidemic,  and in fact he later received a commendation from the government for
his help.  In one of his rul ings he writes that there should be a schedule of different prayer t imes,
starting from the earl iest t ime one is permitted to pray,  and each minyan should be l imited to 15
people.  Each group should pray and add some chapters of Psalms, and then the next group should
enter.  He adds that they should turn to the police and get a guard to l imit the crowd, if  need be.

Keeping Healthy
In the summer of 1848, Vilnius (commonly referred to as Vilna) ,  Lithuania,  was hard-hit by a
cholera epidemic.  As Yom Kippur approached, Rabbi Israel Lipkin (1810–1883),  better known
as Rav Yisrael Salanter,  was concerned that fasting would weaken people and make them more
vulnerable to the disease.  He hung placards throughout Vilna urging al l  who felt  weak to eat on
the fast day,  and,  according to some accounts,  publicly made kiddush and ate some cakes to
encourage al l  those in need to fol low suit .This ,  however,  was not without controversy.  One rabbi
later wrote in response:It  is my obligation to make it  known for al l  generations this great matter
—that for three successive years,  more than 12,000 men and women fasted [on Yom Kippur
during the cholera epidemic] throughout our lands,  and no i l l  befel l  any of them—and this was
known to virtually the entire world at the time.It  is extremely important to take care of our health
and strengthen our bodies enough to withstand disease,  but at the same time we should consult
with a rabbi and medical professional regarding specif ic circumstances.



Parsha Summary 
 

 

G‐d calls to Moses from the Tent of Meeting, and communicates to him the
laws of the korbanot, the animal and meal offerings brought in the Sanctuary.
These include:• The “ascending offering” (olah) that is wholly raised to G‐d

by the fire atop the altar;• Five varieties of “meal
offering” (minchah) prepared with fine flour, olive oil and frankincense;•

The “peace offering” (shelamim), whose meat was eaten by the one bringing
the offering, after parts are burned on the altar and parts are given to

the kohanim (priests);• The different types of “sin offering” (chatat) brought
to atone for transgressions committed erroneously by the high priest, the

entire community, the king or the ordinary Jew;• The “guilt
offering” (asham) brought by one who has misappropriated property of the

Sanctuary, who is in doubt as to whether he transgressed a divine prohibition,
or who has committed a “betrayal against G‐d” by swearing falsely to

defraud a fellow man.

This week's haftorah starts with a rebuke to
the Israelites for abandoning the Temple's sacrificial

service. Sacrifices are the dominant topic of the
week's Torah reading, too.The prophet Isaiah rebukes

the Israelites for turning away from G‐d and
refraining from offering sacrifices, turning to

idolatry instead. G‐d exhorts the people to return to
Him, promising to forgive their transgressions, as is
His wont.The prophet then mentions the futility of

serving empty idols which may be crafted by artisans
but "neither see nor hear nor do they know…"

The haftorah concludes with G‐d's enjoinder to
always remember Him and to return to Him.

“Oy!” groaned old Marvin Himmelfarb. “I must have appendicitis,” he said as he clutched his left side.“It can’t be
appendicitis,” said his wife Myra confidently.“How do you know?” asked Marvin. “You are a doctor all of a sudden?”“I’m not

a doctor but I do know that your appendix is on the right side of your body.”"Aha!” said Marvin. “THAT's why it hurts so
much. My appendix is on the wrong side!"

BRIGHAM YOUNG
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Haftorah Summary 

Riddle of the week

A Pearl
Answer to last weeks Riddle

A girl got killed, the killer took her iphone, airpods, piano, and money. What did the killer take first?

 H U M O U R ? ? ?

WISHING ALL THOSE WITH YARTZEIT THIS WEEK  - CHAYIM ARUCHIM
 

Gee Audrey Father Ze'ave ben Yosph HaCohen 3 Nissan
Curtis Marsha Mother Leah bas Avraham Avinu 4 Nissan

Irwin Sandra Mother Ittka bas Moshe 7 Nissan
Shulton Deborah Mother Hannah Sarah bas Binyamin 7 Nissan

Bradman Gwen Mother 9 Nissan
Levy Mark Mother Fraydal bas Yitschak 9 Nissan

Sadie is having terrible headaches that just won't go away so she goes to her rabbi to see if there's anything he can do. She
whines, and cries and talks for hours not only about her headache, but about her terrible living conditions as well.All of the

sudden, Sadie shouts, overjoyed, "Rabbi, I think your holy presence has cured me! The headache is completely gone!To
which the rabbi responds, "No, no Sadie, it's not gone. I have it now."



The city of Brod was renowned for its Torah scholars, the most famous of whom was the sage Rabbi Moshe Leib. Like
many of his colleagues at the time, he was wary of the new Chasidic movement that was then making inroads.The
sexton of Rabbi Moshe Leib's synagogue had a daughter who had been suffering for some time from a mysterious

digestive disorder. When the sexton heard about the Chasidic Rebbe Elimelech of Lizhensk, he decided to go to him to
ask for a blessing for his daughter. The Rebbe gave him some food his wife had prepared, and instructed him to feed it

to the girl. As soon as she tasted it her pains went away.The sexton was filled with wonder and appreciation. He was
so impressed by what had happened that he decided to share the good news with Rabbi Moshe Leib. He urged him to

go to Rabbi Elimelech to see for himself.At first Rabbi Moshe Leib was adamantly opposed to the plan, considering it a
waste of time that could be better utilised studying Torah. "And besides," he countered, "you know I don't really

believe in these newfangled wonder workers..."But the sexton was persistent. "On the contrary," he said. "You, as a
rabbi, have an obligation to check him out for yourself. If you determine that Rabbi Elimelech isn't a true tzadik

(righteous person), you can persuade people not to go to him. But if you find that he really is a holy man, you will have
succeeded in dispelling a lot of false notions."In the end Rabbi Moshe Leib consented and traveled to Lizhensk. The

whole way there he thought about what he would say to the Chasidic master, and composed various questions to test
his scholarship and piety.Rabbi Moshe Leib arrived in Lizhensk on a Friday afternoon. He was surprised when he saw
that Rabbi Elimelech lived in a tiny little house - not the grand mansion that he had imagined. His surprise grew when
he realised that Rabbi Elimelech himself was standing on the threshold, waiting for him. The tzadik extended his hand
in greeting."Come in, come in," he said to him warmly. "I've heard so much about you. They say that you're one of the
most distinguished Torah scholars in all of Brod." Rabbi Moshe Leib felt a surge of pride."Therefore," Rabbi Elimelech

continued, "I'd like to tell you an interesting story." Rabbi Moshe Leib's face fell, but the tzadik didn't seem to
notice."There was once a brave warrior who did battle with a ferocious lion and succeeded in slaying it. To

commemorate his heroic deed, he skinned the animal and filled its hide with straw. He then placed the stuffed lion in
front of his house so that everyone would know how strong and courageous he was."When the rumor spread that there

was a lion guarding his door, all the animals of the forest came to see for themselves. They stood at a distance, too
fearful to approach. But there was once clever fox who quickly perceived that the lion wasn't moving. He crept closer,
and with one paw swiped at the beast. When he saw that it wasn't alive, he tore the skin apart and the straw fell out.

All the animals laughed and returned to the forest."Rabbi Moshe Leib looked at the tzadik, not comprehending his
meaning. Why had he made the long trip from Brod to Lizhensk? To hear animal stories? He couldn't believe that

Rabbi Elimelech had nothing more important to do on a Friday afternoon than tell tales. He was about to say good-bye
and return to his inn when the tzadik continued. "No, don't leave just yet. I have another story to tell you."There was
once a very poor man who had never in his life owned a new set of clothes. One day his luck changed, and he came
into a large inheritance. The first thing he did was to summon a tailor and commission a fine new garment as befits a
nobleman. The tailor measured the man from head to toe, and a few days later returned for the first fitting."The man

put on the half-completed suit as the tailor rearranged the pins and basting stitches and made little markings with
chalk. Ignorant of the way a custom garment is made, the man assumed the tailor was mocking him and threw him out
of the house, despite his protestations."That was the end of the story. Rabbi Moshe Leib, completely confused, went

back to the inn to prepare for Shabbat. Then it hit him: Perhaps the tzadik was talking about him with his strange
tales? Maybe he was trying to tell him that he was only a "stuffed lion"? And like the poor man with the new set of
clothes, could it be that he was only posturing as a nobleman? His whole life would have to be reconsidered...That
evening in the synagogue Rabbi Moshe Leib studied the tzadik in an entirely different way. He became an ardent

disciple of Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk, and later a Chasidic master himself in the city of Sasov.
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STORY TIME  


