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Olive Oil – Shedding Light on the Jewish Plight

 “And you shall command the children of Israel that they shall take for you clear olive oil, crushed for illumination, to light a lamp regularly” (Ex. 27:20).

Y

ermiyahu, the prophet, said, “A moist olive, beautiful in appearance, so did G-d call you (Israel) (1).” In truth, the Jewish nation is likened to many different fruits: grapes, figs and dates - to name but a few. Why, however, did G-d see fit to use only the olive as a name-title for Israel? What unique characteristic does the olive possess to be distinguished so? The Sages (2) suggest several reasons, the first of which is as follows.

Unlike most fruit, the main yield of the olive is not for consumption in its natural state, but rather for its oil. The manufacturing of this oil entails crushing in a mortar, pressing with a beam and, finally, grinding with millstones (3). Only after these steps of intense physical processing do we derive benefit from the olive. 

This process, reveal the Sages, parallels the historical experience of the Jew in exile, thus establishing Israel’s link with the olive. Throughout our history, we have been persecuted and oppressed by our neighbors. However, at the end of each “processing cycle,” when we return to G-d and His Torah, He responds to us and we have the opportunity to achieve newfound closeness with Him.


Many of us grapple with the issue of where was G-d during those troublesome times, i.e., the Holocaust. Certainly, this is a serious point that needs discussion. To be sure, though, we are not the first generation to ask this important question. 

The Talmud (4) says that upon procuring forgiveness for the Jews from G-d after the Sin of the Golden Calf (5), Moshe felt it was an auspicious time and he asked of G-d this very question. 

According to an opinion in the Talmud, G-d responded that He could not reveal the answer to Moshe. “You may not see Me from the front, for no one can see Me and survive…You may witness Me from behind, but not My face (6).” In this world we cannot be privileged to understand events from G-d’s vantage point, i.e., with foresight, but, rather, we must subsist on hindsight (7). 

Generally, during a troubling experience we are at a loss to find meaning in our suffering, only to recognize the merits of our experience afterwards. Only G-d, from on high, can know the reasons for our troubles during the traumatic period. 

This is what we mean when we say in the Daily Prayers, “The Almighty above, Who performs good favors” (8). It they are favors, then they are obviously good. Why do we say, “good favors?” 

The answer is because the Almighty, from above, knows that occasionally He must do things for our benefit that only He can perceive as being good.

More often than not, however, people fail to come up with a reassuring explanation for their suffering. The Ibn Ezra (9) says that at this point we must rely on faith. 

Commenting on the verse in Deut. 14:1 that says, “You are the children of the L-rd, your G-d, do not (afflict yourselves with) cuts…upon (the event of someone’s) death,” the Ibn Ezra writes, “Now that you know that you are like children to G-d and that He loves you even more than a father loves his child, do not afflict yourselves upon hearing sad tidings, for all that He does is for the best. And if you can not comprehend the turn of events, than just as a child does not fully understand the directives of his parents, yet, follows them and trusts in them anyhow, so too should you do likewise.” 

There are, however, two more remarkable similarities between olives and the Jews that might assist us in understanding the plight of the Jewish people. When olive oil is mixed with other liquids it does not combine with them, but, rather, stays separate and distinct. Furthermore, the oil is the one that rises to the top. 

Although we have suffered much at the hands of the nations of the world, one cannot help but recognize that those very same persecutions have served to remind us, no matter how far removed we may have strayed from Torah observance, that we are, nevertheless, different. 

Additionally, through it all we have achieved immortality. Our contributions to society far outnumber our size in proportion to the other peoples of the world. 

Let us be proud of our noble spirit and Jewish heritage, and serve as a “Light onto the Nations” (10).

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

(1) Yirmiyahu 11:16. (2) Shemos Rabbah 36:1. (3) Although the oil for the purposes of lighting the Menorah in the Temple was only permissible with the purest of oils, i.e., the results of the crushing of the olives, nevertheless, the oil from after the pressing and grinding was permitted for use with the Meal-Offerings. (4) Berachos 7a. (5) See Ex. Chap. 32. (6) Ex. 33:20,23. (7) Chasam Sofer, commentary of the 19th Century scholar, Rabbi Moshe Sofer. (8) See first blessing of weekday Shemoneh Esrei, Artscroll Siddur p.99. (9) 11th Century scholar. (10) Yeshaya 42:6.
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