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Opportunity is Pounding

“In place (of your failure to) serve G-d, your L-rd in happiness and satisfaction, when you had an abundance (of possessions), you shall serve your enemy whom G-d will send against you, in famine, in thirst and in nakedness and in want of everything” (Deut. 28:47-48).

A

n unlearned, elderly man once mentioned to a more knowledgeable acquaintance, “I know one verse in the Torah. It’s the verse that says, ‘In place (of your failure to) serve G-d, your L-rd in happiness and satisfaction…’”

“That is a very unusual verse to be the only one to know. How did you come to know that verse?” asked the puzzled friend.


“Well, you see,” responded the elderly man, “during the Holocaust, I was part of a forced labor unit. Everyday, when we were out in the fields digging ditches, there was a rabbi who would work next to me. With each dig of the shovel, he repeated this verse (1).”


The greatest gift that G-d gave us is the holy Torah. It is the bible on how to successfully enjoy a fulfilling life, and earn a share in Paradise, to boot. The best thing we could do for ourselves, especially now in preparation for the High Holidays, would be to reconnect with His Torah and its teachings.


For thousands of years, Jews found their greatest pleasure immersing themselves in Torah study and mitzvah observance. But when we would become complacent in our surroundings and seek other avenues for contentment, G-d would deem it necessary to turn our world upside-down, in the hope that we emerge with the proper perspective on life’s priorities.


The Jewish community of Medieval Worms, Germany suffered far worse than other communities at the hands of its neighbors, especially during the times of the Crusades. The great Torah scholar, Rabbi Yehoshua Falk (2), explained why.


“That congregation had been founded by Jewish exiles who made their way to Germany following the destruction of the First Temple. After seventy years of exile, many Jews returned from Babylon to the Land of Israel, but none returned from Worms.


“The community in Yerushalayim wrote to the Jews of Worms and urged them to join the new settlement in the Holy Land, but the contented Jews of Worms dismissed the invitation out of hand.


“‘You stay where you are in the great Yerushalayim, and we will continue to stay where we are in our little Yerushalayim.’ This arrogant response was due to the prosperity and prestige the Jews of Worms enjoyed in the eyes of the local gentiles and their princes.”


But the most telling part of that sad epoch was G-d’s choice of whom to do His bidding against the Worms community: marauding crusaders. The crusaders were people who turned their backs on their families and possessions in order to liberate Yerushalayim from the hands of the Muslims (they got a little distracted along the way, however, and decimated Jewish communities). Whereas the Jews of Worms, the rightful heirs to Yerushalayim, were unwilling make such sacrifice, their murderers were.

T

oday, in our ancestral homeland, the Land of Israel, there exists a secular government whose positions are oftentimes antagonistic to Torah observance, and a large segment of society that denies its own G-dliness and chosen status. How unfortunately ironic it is that a “Jihad,” or [sic] “Holy War,” is being waged to seize control of the Holy Land by people willing to sacrifice their very lives for it in a most grotesque fashion.

Several years ago, there was a Palestinian terrorist sitting in an Israeli prison. While serving his time behind bars, he had all but given up hope on the Palestinian dream in face of Israel’s powerful forces.

It was Passover then, but he noticed one of the guards snacking on pita bread. Surprised to see a Jew violating Judaism’s well-known prohibition against eating bread on Passover, he asked the guard why he was doing so.

“Oh, those antiquated laws? I don’t trouble myself with such things.”

The inmate was intrigued. “If these Jews have lost connection with their past,” he thought to himself, “ there is no way they will be able to succeed against us.” With renewed vigor, he looked forward to the day of his release…


When we relinquish our meaningful heritage, especially in exchange for the values of Western civilization, G-d has unique ways of reminding us who we are. “In place (of your failure to) serve G-d, your L-rd in happiness and satisfaction, when you had an abundance (of possessions), you shall serve your enemy whom G-d will send against you, in famine, in thirst and in nakedness and in want of everything.”

Thank G-d, most Jews today live with a measure of freedom and prosperity not known to our ancestors. While we indeed have much to be grateful for, we mustn’t sit on our laurels. Such circumstances provide for an unparalleled opportunity to develop a strong relationship with G-d. Let’s make good on our current state of affairs, and usher in a new year that will hopefully bring with it the coming of Moshiach (Messiah) and the final redemption!     

--------------------------

(1) The rabbi was Rabbi Yisroel Spira (1889-1989), better known as the Bluzhover Rebbe. (2) Better known by the work he wrote, Se’ma, Rabbi Falk died in 1614. The above quote was recorded by Rabbi Yechiel Halperin in his Seder HaDoros, a definitive work on Jewish history. Translation by Rabbi A.C. Feuer in the Artscroll Tishah B’Av Service, Mes. Publ. 1992. 
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