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The Story Behind the Headlines

“If a matter of judgment will be hidden from you, between (pure) blood and (impure) blood, between (a guilty) verdict and (an innocent) verdict, or between (a pure) affliction and (an impure) affliction, matters of dispute within your city-gates…” (Deut. 17:8).


We live in very disturbing times. In the Land of Israel, once again Jewish blood is cheap. Although the media would have us believe otherwise, there is no comparison between Arab civilian bystanders being caught in the line of fire of Israeli soldiers and Jewish civilians murdered in a most barbaric way.


Our natural tendency is to react by doing what we feel is in our hands to do, such as writing letters to the editors of the major news organizations which are proliferating these misguided reports, imploring them to set the record straight, or, to join mass rallies petitioning government officials on behalf of our fellow Jews.

Not to say that any of these responses are ineffective, but they may be shortsighted; like a dog biting the stick he is being struck with, and not the person doing the whacking. It is possible the ills of Arab attackers and unfair media coverage currently affecting our brothers in Israel are only symptoms, not the malady itself, because it’s not only with the Arabs that we Jews have troubles.

Throughout the world we hear of unusual accidents involving Jews, like the collapse of a wedding hall in Yerushalayim several months ago killing and injuring scores of people, and more recently, the deaths of several Jewish sightseers in a helicopter crash, leaving widows and orphans. Illnesses too are taking our finest at a greater percentage than the general public. What kind of an explanation do we have for these unusual events?


Nothing occurs in this world without Divine guidance. And a weighty influence on His guidance is our behavior, for better or for worse (1). 


Of course, we don’t have prophets today to reveal our shortcomings, but an original commentary to the above-quoted verse can possibly shed some light on the root causes of our problems.


The Hebrew word for hidden used in our verse, Pelah, can also mean puzzling. With that in mind, the “Elder from Kelm,” Rabbi Simcha Z. Ziv (d. 1898), homiletically elucidated the verse.


“If puzzling events are taking place all around you, leaving you bewildered why there is so much bloodshed, why strange Heavenly-decreed accidents are happening, or why serious illnesses are occurring so frequently, it is because there are disputes within your communities and families and amongst friends.”


Strife and discord are sure ways to ruin relationships and communal unity. But without peace, no blessing can be enjoyed. It is for this reason the Priestly Blessings end with a blessing for peace (2), and the Sages followed suit by placing the prayer for peace last in our daily prayers (3), “For there is no receptacle for blessing except that of peace (4).”

Unfortunately, in our days even among Jews the divorce rate is skyrocketing, as is the need for domestic violence and child abuse prevention services. Perhaps G-d is sending us a message that if we are not enjoying His blessings in peace with others, the blessings are not really being appreciated, and He is therefore taking them away.


While it might make us feel smug to write letters and join gatherings, and they may even alter someone’s opinion about Mid-East politics, these ventures do nothing to change ourselves. From a truly Jewish and Torah perspective, though, it is mitzvah performance and character refinement, utilized to develop harmonious relationships with others, that make all the difference.

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

(1) See “Image of Power,” Viewpoints, p.1,  Denver Kollel  Publ. 2001, for  more  on  this topic. (2) See Numbers 6:24-26, and Sifri, ibid. (3) See Artscroll Siddur, p. 98 -118,  Mes. Publ. 1984. (4) Sifri, ibid.

An Opportune Time

There is a custom in many communities to blow the shofar every morning during the Jewish month of Elul (1). The reason for this is because Rosh Hashanah, the Day of Judgment, is then fast approaching and in order to put us into the proper frame of mind, the Rabbis instituted these shofar blasts. This is based on the verse, “When the shofar sounds in the city, will the nation not tremble? (2)” 

There is more significance, however, to starting the shofar blasts on the first of Elul than the mere fact that it is thirty days prior to Rosh Hashanah. Historically, these are especially favorable days to G-d. It was on this date that Moshe went up to Mount Sinai to plead the case of the Jewish nation before G-d for the second time after it sinned with the Golden Calf. This time he succeeded, and on the fortieth day, the Day of Atonement, G-d responded, “I have forgiven (them) as you have requested (3).” 

For this reason, the Rabbis understood that all of these days have their own special significance and called them, “The Favorable Days.”

There is also an allusion to the potential of these Favorable Days in the acronym of the verse, “Ani l’dodi, v’dodi lee - I am to my Beloved, and my Beloved is to me (4).” The first letters of the verse spell, “Elul.” May we merit utilizing the opportunity inherent in these days to its fullest.  

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

(1) Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 581, Mishna Berurah 3. (2) Amos 6:3. (3) See Rashi, Ex. 33:11. (4) Shir HaShirim 6:3.
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