
By Rabbi Yossy Goldman
Are converts looked down upon in Judaism? Is conversion to our faith frowned upon? To be sure, I have been privy to
plenty of disparaging remarks over the years—ironically, often made by people who themselves are far from religiously

observant. “A leopard doesn’t change its spots” is one of the milder ones I’ve heard. But, never mind what certain
individual Jews may say. What does Judaism say?

The simple answer is that the classic, age-old definition of a Jew has always been “one born of a Jewish mother, or one
who has converted to Judaism according to halachah (Torah law).” So, provided the conversion process was supervised
and performed by a valid, authentic rabbinic body, a convert is just as Jewish as any born Jew. Those who would look

down upon converts should remember that some of our greatest Torah sages were descended from converts, including
the legendary Rabbi Akiva.

Furthermore, the Midrash contends that a genuine convert is more precious in G‑d’s eyes than one who was born
Jewish. Why? Because one born of a Jewish mother had no choice in the matter. If your mother is Jewish, you are
Jewish. Period. You cannot surrender your birthright. Like it or not, it is a biological and spiritual fact of life. You can

attempt to convert out of the Jewish faith, but Judaism does not recognize such artificial alterations. A Jew is a Jew is a
Jew. If you were born a Jew, you will die a Jew.

But a convert did not have to become Jewish. No one forced him or her into it. If anything, those electing to join the
Jewish faith are aware of something called anti-Semitism. Do they need it in their lives? Are they suicidal, or just plain

stupid? Why would anyone in their right mind go looking for tzoris?! Says the Midrash: one who does make that
conscious, deliberate choice to embrace the G‑d of Abraham despite the unique unpopularity of the children of Abraham

is someone worthy of G‑d’s special love. A Jew by choice is a Jew indeed.
There remains a difficult passage in the Talmud (Yevamot 47b) that begs some elucidation. “Converts are as difficult for
Israel as a blight!” Not a very flattering depiction. A simple explanation might be that when converts are insincere, and

they are not really committed to living a full Jewish life—perhaps they converted for ulterior motives, like to marry a Jew
—then their failure to observe the commandments brings disrepute to Judaism, and may have a negative ripple effect on

other Jews.
But there is also an alternative interpretation. Some understand the suggestion that converts are a blight upon Israel to

mean that they give born Jews a bad name. Why? Because all too often, converts are more zealous than any other
Jews in their commitment to the faith. Have we not seen converts who are more observant and more passionate about
Judaism than most born Jews? “A blight upon Israel” would then mean that their deeper commitment and zealousness

puts us to shame.
This week we read the Tochachah—the Rebuke. A series of dire warnings to the Jewish people not to stray from G‑d’s
ways, and of the curses that will befall us if we should, the Rebuke is always read shortly before Shavuot, the holiday of

the giving of the Torah. That moment at the mountain, when we stood at Sinai, experienced the great Revelation and
received the Ten Commandments, was the moment when we became constitutionally enfranchised as a people.

Shavuot marks the day when we were transformed from a family—children of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca,
Rachel and Leah—to a nation. That is the day we all converted to Judaism. We all became Jews at Sinai.

So, every year at this time we read the sobering Rebuke to prepare us for the reliving of the historic event when we too
became “converts,” so that we should enter into our covenant with G‑d sincerely and genuinely, in reverence and in

awe.
May all of us, those born or those who have become, be true Jews who will be true to our faith, our Torah and our

tradition. May we accept the Torah anew with the passion and zeal of one who has just made that momentous choice,
the choice to become a Jew.
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As I was writing this essay a newspaper headline caught my eye. It read, “The UK's richest people have defied the double-dip
recession to become even richer over the past year.” Despite the fact that most people have become poorer, or at least seen their
real income stay static, since the financial crisis of 2008. As the saying goes, “There’s nothing surer: the rich get rich and the poor

get poorer.” It is to this phenomenon that the social legislation of Behar is addressed.
Leviticus 25 sets out a number of laws whose aim is to correct the tendency toward radical and ever-increasing inequality that

results from the unfettered play of free-market economics. So we have the sabbatical year in which debts were released, the land
lay fallow and its produce, not to be harvested, belonged to everyone. There was the Jubilee year in which, with some exceptions,
ancestral land returned to its original owners. There was the command to help the needy: “If any of your fellow Israelites become
poor and are unable to support themselves among you, help them as you would a foreigner and stranger, so they can continue to

live among you.” And there was the obligation to treat slaves not slavishly but as “hired workers or temporary residents.” 
As Heinrich Heine pointed out, “Moses did not want to abolish ownership of the property; he wished, on the contrary, that everyone

should possess something, so that no man might, because of poverty, be a slave with a slavish mind. Liberty was forever the
ultimate thought of this great emancipator, and it still breathes and flames in all his laws which concern pauperism.” 

Despite the sheer antiquity of these laws, time and again they have inspired those wrestling with issues of liberty, equity and
justice. The verse about the Jubilee Year, "Proclaim Liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof" is inscribed on

the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia. The international movement that began in the late 1990s and involved more than 40 nations,
campaigning for the cancellation of Third World debt was called Jubilee 2000 and was directly inspired by this Torah portion.
The approach of the Torah to economic policy is unusual. Clearly, we can make no direct inference from laws given more than

three thousand years ago, in an agricultural age and to a society consciously under the sovereignty of G‑d, to the circumstances of
the twenty-first century with its global economy and international corporations. Between ancient texts and contemporary

application comes to the whole careful process of tradition and interpretation (Torah shebe’al peh).
Nonetheless, there do seem to be some important parameters. Work—making a living, earning your daily bread—has dignity. A

Psalm states: “When you eat of the labour of your hands, you are happy and it shall be well with you.” We say this every Saturday
night at the start of the working week. Unlike aristocratic cultures such as that of ancient Greece, Judaism was never dismissive of
work or the productive economy. It did not favour the creation of a leisured class. “Torah study without an occupation will in the

end fail and lead to sin.” 
Next, unless there are compelling reasons otherwise, one has a right to the fruits of one’s labours. Judaism distrusts large

government as an infringement of liberty. That is the core of the prophet Samuel’s warning about monarchy: A king, he says, “will
take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive groves and give them to his attendants ... He will take a tenth of your flocks,

and you yourselves will become his slaves.
Judaism is the religion of a people born in slavery and longing for redemption, and the great assault of slavery against human

dignity is that it deprives me of the ownership of the wealth I create. At the heart of the Hebrew Bible is the G‑d who seeks the free
worship of free human beings, and one of the most powerful defences of freedom is private property as the basis of economic

independence. The ideal society envisaged by the prophets is one in which each person is able to sit “underneath his own vine and
fig tree.” 

The free economy uses the fuel of competition to sustain the fire of invention. Long before Adam Smith, Judaism had accepted the
proposition that the greatest advances are often brought about through quite unspiritual drives. “I saw,” says the author of

Ecclesiastes, “that all labour and all achievement spring from man’s envy of his neighbour”. Or as the talmudic sages put it, “Were it
not for the evil inclination, no one would build a house, marry a wife, have children, or engage in business.” The rabbis even

favoured the free market in their own sphere of Jewish education. An established teacher, they said, could not object to a rival
setting up in competition. The reason they gave was, simply: “Jealousy among scholars increases wisdom.”

The market economy is the best system we know for alleviating poverty through economic growth. In a single generation in recent
years it has lifted 100 million Indians and 400 million Chinese from poverty, and the sages saw poverty as an assault on human

dignity. Poverty is not a blessed or divinely ordained condition. It is, the rabbis said, “a kind of death” and “worse than fifty plagues.”
They said, “Nothing is harder to bear than poverty, because he who is crushed by poverty is like one to whom all the troubles of
the world cling and upon whom all the curses of Deuteronomy have descended. If all other troubles were placed one side and

poverty on the other, poverty would outweigh them all.”
However, the market economy is better at producing wealth than at distributing it equitably. The concentration of wealth in a few
hands gives disproportion power to some at the cost of others. Today in Britain it is not unusual for top CEOs to earn at least 400
times as much as their employees. This has not produced economic growth or financial stability but the opposite. As I write these

words, one of Margaret Thatcher’s advisors, Ferdinand Mount, has just published a critique of the financial deregulation she
introduced: The New Few. Equally impressive is the recent book by the South Korean economist Ha-Joon Chang, 23 Things they
don’t tell you about Capitalism. This is not a critique of market economics, which he believes is still the best system there is. But, in

his words, “it needs careful regulation and steering.”
That is what the legislation contained in Behar represents. It tells us that an economic system must exist within a moral framework.
It need not aim at economic equality but it must respect human dignity. No one should become permanently imprisoned in the
chains of debt. No one should be deprived of a stake in the commonwealth, which in biblical times meant a share in the land. No
one should be a slave to his or her employer. Everyone has the right—one day in seven, one year in seven—to respite from the
endless pressures of work. None of this means dismantling the market economy, but it may involve periodic redistribution.

At the heart of these laws is a profoundly humane vision of society. “No man is an island.” We are responsible for one another and
implicated in one another’s fate. Those who are blessed by G‑d with more than they need should share some of that surfeit with
those who have less than they need. This, in Judaism, is not a matter of charity but of justice—that is what the word tzedakah

means. We need some of this spirit in advanced economies today if we are not to see human misery and social unrest.
No one said it better than Isaiah in the first chapter of the book that bears his name:

Seek justice, encourage the oppressed,
Defend the cause of the fatherless,
Plead the case of the widow ...

Mankind was not created to serve markets. Markets were made to serve the image of G‑d that is mankind.
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PARSHA SUMMARY HAFTORAH SUMMARY

JEWISH HUMOUR

 
On the mountain of Sinai, G‑d communicates to Moses
the laws of the Sabbatical year: every seventh year, all

work on the land should cease, and its produce
becomes free for the taking for all, man and beast.

Seven Sabbatical cycles are followed by a fiftieth year—
the Jubilee year, on which work on the land ceases, all
indentured servants are set free, and all ancestral

estates in the Holy Land that have been sold revert to
their original owners. Additional laws governing the
sale of lands, and the prohibitions against fraud and

usury, are also given.
G‑d promises that if the people of Israel will keep His
commandments, they will enjoy material prosperity
and dwell secure in their homeland. But He also
delivers a harsh “rebuke,” warning of the exile,

persecution and other evils that will befall them if they
abandon their covenant with Him. Nevertheless, “Even
when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not

cast them away; nor will I ever abhor them, to destroy
them and to break My covenant with them; for I am

the L‑rd their G‑d.”
The Parshah concludes with the rules on how to

calculate the values of different types of pledges made
to G‑d.

 

Jeremiah 16:19-17:14.
The haftorah discusses the punishments that await those
who disregard G‑d's law, and the blessings that are a lot
of those who follow the Creator's wishes. This follows the

theme of this week's Torah reading which details at
length the blessings and curses.

The prophet Jeremiah rebukes the people of Israel for
their idolatrous ways and for not having faith in G‑d. He
conveys G‑d's words of wrath towards those who do not

put their trust in Him — foretelling exile as their
punishment — and of blessings for those who do.

"Cursed is the man who trusts in man and relies on
mortal flesh for his strength, and whose heart turns away
from the G‑d. He shall be like a lone tree in the desert, and
will not see when good comes and will dwell on parched
land in the desert, on salt-sodden soil that is not habitable.
Blessed is the man who trusts in the G‑d, to whom G‑d
will be his trust. For he shall be like a tree planted by the
water, and which spreads its roots out into a stream, so it
will not be affected when heat comes, and its leaves shall
be green, and in the year of drought will not be anxious,

neither shall it cease from bearing fruit."
The haftorah ends with the following poignant verses:
"G‑d who is the source of the hopes of Israel, all that

forsake You shall be shamed, and they who turn away
from me shall be marked out on the earth that they have
forsaken G‑d, the source of living waters. Heal me, O G‑d,
then shall I be healed; help me, then I shall be helped, for

You are my praise!"
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WISHING ALL THOSE WITH YARTZEIT THIS WEEK CHAIM ARUCHIM

RIDDLE OF THE WEEK

It's 10 pm when the phone rings in Dr. Minkofsky's house. "It's Dr.
Gold," says his wife, passing him the phone, "I do hope it's not

another emergency." Dr. Minkofsky takes the phone and says, "Hi,
what's up?"

"Don't worry, everything's OK," replies Dr. Gold. "It's just that I'm at
home with Dr. Lewis and Dr. Kosiner. We're having a little game of
poker and we're short of one hand so we thought you might like to

come over and join us?"
"Sure .... yes, of course," replies Dr. Minkofsky, putting on a serious

voice, "I'm leaving right now." And he puts down the phone.
"What's happened?" his wife asks, with a worried look.

"It's very serious," Dr. Minkofsky replies. "They've already called three
doctors."

 

 If you’ve got me, you want to share
me; if you share me, you haven’t

kept me. What am I?
 

last weeks answer 
1694

Artscroll 696 -1179

 Living Torah  630 - 1174
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FOOD 4 THE SOUL

Our Torah tells you that you must not fear. Even if an army is charging towards you, you must not fear. For there is no danger worse
than fear.

But you are only human. Do you truly have control over the dread and panic pounding in your heart?
Yes. Not directly, but through the power of your mind. If you will choose not to dwell on those things that instil panic and dread, those

emotions will wither and fade.
And the choice is yours. What do you want to speak about? What do you want to think about?

For the thoughts of your mind is the conduit of life for the emotions of your heart.
 

STORY TIME

The great Rabbi Moshe Sofer (the Chasam Sofer) was sitting with his students one day when they were interrupted
by the Parness (the head) of the Jewish community. He hadn't wanted to disturb the rabbi when he was busy with his
students, but when the Chasam Sofer noticed the man's distraught face, he excused himself and called the Parness

into an adjoining room.
"What has happened?" the rabbi inquired.

The man answered with a sigh. "I am in deep trouble. I have lost my entire fortune. There's no hope, for I am in such
deep debt, and I've signed promissory notes for others as well. I'm on the brink of utter ruin. Tomorrow, when it
becomes known that I didn't go to the fair at Leipzig, my creditors will come running, and that will be my end."

"How much money do you need to go to the fair?" the Chasam Sofer asked.
"Oh, Rabbi, the amount I usually bring is not worth talking about. At this point, I would be grateful for travelling

money and a bit of cash." The Parness mentioned an amount.
"That's no problem. I think I have just that amount here." The Chasam Sofer went to a certain drawer in his desk and

withdrew the cash.
"Rabbi, I can't take the money from you. I came to you for advice, not a loan. If I take your money, how can I

guarantee that I will be able to repay you?"
The Chasam Sofer smiled. "Don't worry, with G-d's help, you will repay me. May you have much success."

Deeply grateful and with new hope, the Parness took the money and left. He caught the early train to Leipzig, and
upon leaving the train met a friend who was a big wholesaler and importer. He offered the Parness a shipment of
coffee. The price was right, so the Parness gave a deposit and concluded the deal. Before the day ended, news

reached the fair that the crop in Brazil had been damaged by bad weather, and the price of coffee had risen.
The Parness sold the coffee at a great profit. The next day he bought large quantities of merchandise. The pattern
repeated itself every day of the fair, and by the end, he had not only recouped all his losses, but had become even

richer than before. It occurred to the Parness to buy something special for the Chasam Sofer. The rabbi was
knowledgeable in jewels, so he purchased a valuable gem to present to him. Back home, he went at once to visit the

rabbi and tell him the good news. "Your blessings were fulfilled beyond my dreams. In addition to repaying you, it
would be an honour if you would accept this gift."

The rabbi eagerly took the box and opened it, revealing the gem. "It's beautiful, and very valuable as well," he said
turning the gem this way and that, all the while smiling in delight. Then he handed it back to the Parness.

"But, Rabbi, it's yours."
"No. You see, if you had given it to me at any other time, perhaps I would have accepted it, for it would support my

yeshiva for some time. But since I gave you the loan, I cannot accept even something which has 'the dust of interest'
on it."

The Parness left, and some students who had observed the scene came to their rabbi with a question: "If you had no
intention of accepting the gift, why did you receive it with so much happiness and pay it so much attention?"

"I will tell you a story which will answer your question. Once I was travelling with my Rebbe, Rabbi Nosson Adler of
Frankfurt. It was a trip of extreme urgency to the Jewish community. We started out after dark, and after we had gone

but a short distance, the team of horses refused to budge. The driver went off to get help and we tried to shake off
the cold by immersing ourselves in learning.

"Finally the driver returned and readied the team to continue the journey. Suddenly, my Rebbe leapt out of the
carriage and began dancing in the snow. I was shocked and couldn't understand his actions.

" 'Don't you see, Moshe, the driver has harnessed a team of oxen together with horses!'
"I explained to the driver that we were forbidden to be drawn by a team composed of mixed species ("kilayim," is

forbidden, since the animals have different strengths and it causes them hardship). I offered him extra money if he
would exchange the oxen for horses.

"When he had gone, I asked my teacher to enlighten me as to his strange behaviour. He answered, 'My dear Moshe,
when in Frankfurt do I get to do the rare commandment of kilayim? Now, that it comes my way, once in my life,

should I not rejoice?'
"That is why, when I got the chance to do the mitzvah (commandment) of "ribbit" (not accepting interest from a fellow

Jew), I rejoiced. Who comes to a rabbi to request a free loan? When that mitzvah came my way, I couldn't conceal
my joy and excitement!"

 


