Shabbat Activities

Activities Specifially Geared for Mifgashim 
Jewish Identity

Theme: Jewish Identity

Objectives: To have the participants explore where the role of religion and Israel fit within Jewish identity and to discuss other ways of identifying as a Jew in modern day.

Supplies: A4 enlarged 4 statements; blue tag or tape to attach statements to wall; option for copies of story “The Last American Jew”
Procedures:

1) Place the following 4 statements (enlarged) in four corners of the room. Ask the participants to read all four statements and to stand by the one that they believe in the strongest. (enlarged copies found in the Appendix).
For Judaism to Continue the Next 100 Years…

All Jews Should Move to the Jewish State

For Judaism to Continue the Next 100 Years…

All Jews Should Be Affiliated with a Religious Stream of Judaism

For Judaism to Continue the Next 100 Years…

All Jews Should Do Whatever They Feel Like

For Judaism to Continue the Next 100 Years…

New Forms of Jewish Identification Should Be Found…Besides Religious 

2) Each group should discuss why they chose their statement and then a representative from each group should share their results with the other groups.

3) Read the following story (hand out copies if you wish)

Story: The Last American Jew

“My name?  My name is not important.  Who am I?  I am the last American Jew.  The year is 2077, the place is the Smithsonian Institute in Washington D.C.  I am in this museum, in a cage, on exhibit.  People pass my way, day in and day out, staring, pointing, sometimes laughing.  On the walls surrounding my exhibit are the remnants of a Jewish culture:  a tallit, a Torah, a siddur, and the rest.  Each day, as I sit here watching the people pass by, I wonder to myself how six and a half million people who existed as Jews in America a little over a century ago could have vanished.  My father and grandfather used to talk with me about the Jewish communities in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  About the large populations in Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, Pittsburgh (add any cities your group may come from!); about a world-wide Jewish fund.  I recall my father telling me how successful and prosperous the Jew in America was.  And about a land called Israel.  And yet, all this has vanished---all this has disappeared.  I contemplate the reasons, I recall the events, and I search for an answer.  I now believe that I know how the Jews in America and in the world disappeared.

Small things at first, things that happened gradually.  Jewish families stopped attending Shabbat services, the parent stopped sending their child to Hebrew school or even Bar or Bat Mitzvah lessons, the Havdalah candle was never lit.  My grandfather told me that there were still good Jews, that attended Yom Kippur services, that held the Passover seder each year.  However, the books tell me that in time this too ended.  To attend a High Holiday service became a chore, not an honor---to hold a Seder became a task, not a joy.  The rituals and observances of basic Judaism began to vanish and this I believe was the first step.  

 I was reading about the leaders of the American Jewish Community who demanded that Jews fight for emancipation between the American community and the Jewish community, to put aside all differences in order to become equal, to assimilate.  And in time, the Jew became equal.  They attained material success, and they achieved sustained equality.  The Jew was at the same level socially as any non-Jew. Hatred towards the Jews soon died off, and nowhere was there heard a shout of bigotry towards the Jew. And with this fight for equality, all differences were put aside, including religious differences. Jews stopped hanging mezuzot on their doors, as it merely proved them different.  Jews, when asked if they were Jewish, would either give a brisk ‘no’, or would give no answer at all.  A non-religious Judaism was established in America.  Why didn’t these people see that a non-religious Judaism couldn’t exist?  Judaism obviously needs Jews, but also Jews need Judaism.  Without one, the other is dead.  Why didn’t these people see it?  Why didn’t these people see it?

And then the final blow to the Jew came.  It occurred about twenty years ago, so I can recall it vividly.  Some of the Arab nations around the Jewish State of Israel grew restless and strong.  A few of these nations never fully accepted Israel as a state, in fact they wanted Israel destroyed.  And they acted.  With two nuclear pellets, six and a half million Israelis were obliterated, and the green land of Israel was charred beyond fertility.  When the news of the incident flashed across the globe, the Jew in America turned their head, denied concern, and replied, ‘Really, what could I have done?’  All this, to remain equal.  Yet a little over one hundred and thirty years ago, a man in World War Two was supposed to have slaughtered over six million Jews in Germany, and my father told me that people swore that they would never forget. They promised that they would always support the Jews across the continents, they pledged their donations towards the development of Israel, and they vowed their allegiance for the progress of all Jews.  But in time, the donations stopped coming, and the allegiances were forgotten.  Any responsibility of the American Jew to the Israeli Jew was ignored.  How forgetful a people can be!  When the people lost pride in themselves, their religion, and their Israel, they lost everything.
As it was once said,  ‘......If I am not for myself, who will be for me?’

Sh’ma Yisrael, Adonai Elohanu, Adonai Echad. 

Hear O’Israel, The Lord our God the Lord is One.

I am the last American Jew.  Within the next century, I too will die, and never again will another Jew set foot on this planet. My God, my God, where did we forsake you?.......”
4) Discussion questions:

a) What are your reactions to this story?

b) What role do you see the Jewish religion as part of the continuity of the Jewish people? How do you personally relate to the Jewish religion?

c) What role do you see Israel plays in relationship to Jewish identity?

d) In Israel, do you see more of an overall “Israeli identity” or a “Jewish identity”? Are there differences?

e) For you personally, what are you lacking in choices as a modern day Jew? What would keep you more involved in the Jewish world?

f) The headline recently in the Jewish world was as follows:

“Charles Bronfman is looking for a big Jewish idea, and he is willing to pay for it. A key mega-philanthropist behind birthright Israel - still the biggest Jewish idea around - he is sponsoring a visiting chair at Brandeis University for someone who can write a book that will "change the way Jews think about themselves and their community." 

What “big ideas” do you have that would help Jews change the way they think about themselves? What do you think the issues are that need to be addressed?

5) Wrap-up. Discuss for North Americans, how has this trip to Israel affected your Jewish identity? For Israelis, has this encounter with North American Jews challenged your thinking about world wide Jewish identity or yourselves? What do they think that we actually need from each other to keep Judaism well and alive in the future?

Back-up reading:

www.jewishlife.org/pdf/steven_cohen_paper.pdf
Israel and its Place in Judaism 

Theme: Examining the role of Israel within the overall concept of Judaism and Jewish identity.

Objectives: To allow participants to wrestle with this theme as well as to examine text and quotes from our heritage.

Supplies: Envelopes with cut-up copies of the quotes listed in the materials section. It is suggested to have an enveloped packet for each group of 5-7 participants.
Procedures:
1) Share the quote "Kol Yisrael Aravin Zeh L'Zeh", "All of Israel is Responsible, One for the Other". Ask what this means to the participants.

2) Mix the North Americans and the Israelis into smaller groups, ideally 5 per group.

3) Provide the following quotes, cut-up in envelopes. Each group should examine the quotes and select three diverse quotes that speak to them the strongest at this point in time. 

4)  They should share their quotes with the rest of the group. 

5) A discussion on Israel/Diaspora relations should evolve asking some questions like:


a) Should all Jews be living in Israel to ensure a Jewish future?


b) What should the relationship between Jews in the Diaspora and Jews in Israel

be?


c) What should be the nature of Israel? More a Jewish state? More a democracy?


d) What role should Jews around the world play in Israel’s future?


e) How do you see your role in the future of Judaism and in the future of Israel?

6) Wrap-up: Return to the opening quote "Kol Yisrael Aravin Zeh L'Zeh", "All of Israel is Responsible, One for the Other" and ask if they have any new meanings after this activity.
Materials (the following are the quotes which should be cut-up): 

"Leave your land, your relatives and your father's home for the land that I will show you. And I will make a great nation of you and make your name so great that it will be used for blessings. So Abram departed as God had told him..."  

---Genesis 12:1-4
One may compel his entire household to go with him to Midinat Yisrael, none may be compelled to leave it...Living in Midinat Yisrael equals the performance of all the commandments of the Torah...

---Talmud

Eretz Israel is part of the very essence of our nationhood, it is bound organically to its very life and inner being.

---Rav Abraham Kook

The State of Israel…will be based on freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure complete equality of social and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex…  

---Declaration of Independence 

As long as in the heart the Jewish spirit years

With eyes turned eastward looking toward Zion

Then our hope, the hope of two thousand years, is not lost;

To be a free nation in our land, the land of Zion and Jerusalem. 

----Hatikvah

There are few countries which have played so central a role in world history as the land of Israel. 

---David Ben Gurion
The air of Israel makes one wise.  

---Rabbi Zeira-Baba Batra 158b

Do you want to behold God’s presence during this life? Then study Torah in the Land of Israel.  





---Midrash Tehillim 105:1

The Promised Land, where we can have hooked noses, black or red beards, and bow legs, without being despised for it. Where we can live at last as free men on our own soil and where we can die peacefully in our own fatherland.

 ---Theodore Herzl

My heart is in the East and I am at the edge of the West. Then how can I taste what I eat? How can I enjoy it? How can I fulfill my vows and pledges while Zion is the domain of Edom and I am in bonds of Arabia?  It would be easy for me to leave behind all the good things of Spain. It would be glorious to see the dust of the ruined shine. 

---Yehuda Halevi

The Hebrew language is the only language that can unite the Jewish world.  

---Menachem Ussishkin

If you place in one hand all the ideals of the Jewish people, and in the other hand the survival of Israel---if it ever comes to a matter of choice---I will choose survival, for the dead to not praise God.

----David Ben Gurion
I am first and foremost a Jew, and only then an Israeli. I implore you to teach your children Judaism. I know you give them love and devotion. But that is not enough. You are enjoined, you are required, you are commanded to bring them up as Jews.  

---Moshe Dayan

The essential nature of Judaism resists the idea of a Jewish state with borders… Nationalism will cause severe inner damage to Judaism.  

---Albert Einstein

It is time to recognize that Israel and the Diaspora are two different answers to the question: what is it to be a Jew?  Israel is the national answer: to be a Jew is to live in a Jewish state. The Diaspora is the religious answer: to be a Jew is to live by the Jewish faith anywhere in the world.



                                                      ---Chief Rabbi of England Jonathan Sacks

The future of the Jews is in Israel…we know what mixed marriages can bring. From a demographic point of view, Israel is the only place. I urge you to make Israel your home.





---former President Ezer Weizman

Back-up reading:

A Three Dimensional Israel Diaspora Relationship - Howard M. Weisband 

The Jewish people in Israel and the Diaspora have historically viewed one another in two dimensions: Israel and Diaspora, and very often, Israel vs. Diaspora. As a result, one is either Israel centered or Diaspora (i.e., local community) focused, either living in Israel or living in Diaspora. A move to Israel ("aliyah") or to the Diaspora ("yeridah") may change one's position either in reality or perceptively, but overall the "either/or" situation remains. What is lacking in the community is an educational or pedagogic model that allows or even moves the individual toward personal growth. 

My suggestion is that the Israel Diaspora relationship not be viewed from upon the two relatively simple planes of geographic location or destination, but from within a three tiered dimensional framework: (1) "Timichat Yisrael", Support of Israel; (2) "Ahavat Yisrael" and "Ahavat Tzion", Love of Israel and Love of Zion; and (3) "Tzionut", Zionism. 

The first dimension, "Timichat Yisrael", is the foundation level, the very basis and most often the beginning of one's relationship with the Jewish State. Some of our people unfortunately will never enter even this dimension, and of the many who do, some will never leave. That's the reality. However, for the individual who benefits existentially from his or her personal involvement, and for the physical well being of the State itself, this dimension within the Israel Diaspora relationship is of critical importance. 

Support of Israel is comprised of various forms, each again important to the individual providing the support, and to the State or any of its many institutions as the recipient. These forms might be political, financial, or emotional and psychological in nature. They can take place in Israel through working for a better democratic system of government, or in strengthening the society and providing human services through one of the numerous "amutot", not for profit organizations. In the Diaspora, support for Israel might be expressed through involvement in advocacy, in fundraising, teaching and learning, buying Israeli products, and certainly travel to the Jewish State once, twice, and many times more. 

What might be noticed already is that there are yardsticks, actual physical measurements, in this dimension of the relationship as well as in the others to be described below. Such measurements help determine where the individual may be within the continuum, and how deeply he or she might be involved, and whether there is the potential for change and growth into the next dimension. These yardsticks include the investment of time, energy, and resources in Israel activity through the Federation, the synagogue, the JCC, AIPAC, or any of the other communal organizations; reading, learning, writing about Israel; philanthropic and entrepreneurial investments, and of course, again, travel to Israel. 

The largest number of our people will be involved in this first dimension of the relationship, providing "timicha", support, for Israel. In fact, a reality check of Jewish leaders will show that many of them will remain or have remained within this dimension within their own personal life expression for Israel. At the same time, many of "amcha", those of our people who are not leaders in the classic sense but are often the followers, will grow existentially and move on to express a deeper personal connection and bonding to the Jewish State and the Land of Israel. 

"Ahavat Yisrael" and "Ahavat Tzion", the second dimension, represent the level of change, or the greatest existential and personal growth potential within the Israel Diaspora relationship. It is the largest leap forward emotionally and psychologically within the typology being presented. It represents the sea change, a factor that must be understood by the individual involved and the educator, rabbi, or organizational leader working with the individual. 

A Love of Israel and a Love of Zion are not necessarily the same but for many, they are inextricably connected, and represent a deep personal, emotional, and intrinsic attachment to the Land of Israel and the State of Israel. To paraphrase Yehuda Halevy, the individual might live in the West but his or her heart more and more seems to be in Israel. 

As before, there are yardsticks to help the individual express this growing "ahava", love, for Israel, and to indicate how deeply he or she may be moving along this particular continuum. For the Diaspora Jew, vacations might be planned and enjoyed in Israel, as opposed to only participating in the Federation mission or synagogue trip and vacationing in Europe or Hawaii. Jewish holidays and the Bar or Bat Mitzvah of children and grandchildren will be celebrated in Israel. Children will be sent to study in Israel. An apartment will be rented for an extended stay that may well include study and volunteer opportunities. A stronger interest and involvement with a philanthropic contribution and the receiving organization will be sought, and a business investment will be approached with a positive "for profit" motive rather than a charitable mentality. 

For the Israeli, "Ahavat Yisrael" and "Ahavat Tzion" are not an automatic axiom or an existential facet of life by virtue of his or her living in Israel. On the contrary, they too must strive to determine their place within this dimension. Receiving an Israeli education, serving in the army, and doing business in Israel might be approached as simply a fact of life and very little more. If on the other hand, the Israeli cares for the society and for the Jewish people, and finds ways to express that caring through societal involvement through and perhaps beyond his or her national responsibilities, then "Ahavat Yisrael" and "Ahavat Tzion" will become part and parcel of the Israeli fiber. 

"Ahavat Yisrael" and "Ahavat Tzion" may be intertwined inextricably, yet they are different. "Ahavat Yisrael" might relate more to Israel in the physical sense, to the Land and its locations from the Bible to modern Israel. Certainly it is not limited only to a physical relationship, for instance, time spent in Israel or serving in the Israeli army. In other words, while "Ahavat Yisrael" may be measured physically through various yardsticks, simultaneously, it can and should be felt and expressed emotionally. 

"Ahavat Tzion" can be said to be more abstract, more spiritual, perhaps more tied to the texts and the "tefila", the liturgy, of Jewish life, and to the ideological realm of Zionism. Again, in this context, there is also a physical expression, not just one of a conceptual or spiritual level for the individual, whether he or she may be living either in Israel or in the Diaspora. 

"Ahavat Yisrael", like the other two dimensions, does not mean never having criticism of Israel. But it does mean having the ability to be a loving critic. Therein lies the essential difference. A loving critic will not walk away, will be understanding, even analytical, will stay engaged, and will seek to be a part of change. 

"Tzionut", Zionism, is the third dimension along the continuum. It is a level of "hagshama", fulfillment. It answers what has become the classic and troublesome question, "What is a Zionist?" A Zionist is one who relates personally to aliyah and living in Israel, who either lives in Israel with a love for Yisrael and for Tzion, or intends to live in Israel and eventually makes aliyah. 

Seen otherwise, an individual may remain within the second dimension and continue to express a deep and healthy love for Israel and for Zion, but may not see aliyah as either a critical choice or even an option. The Diaspora Jew will continue to see the local community as "home", and for the Israeli, it will not matter where he or she, or the other individual, might choose to live. 

Tzionut means seeing Israel as the Home of the Jewish People and the Home for the individual Jew, including for the individual himself or herself. It does not happen all at once or overnight, even if one is born in Israel. It is a process of growth and fulfillment, through the three dimensions and quite possibly within this third dimension itself. 

For one born in Israel or already living in the country, the question as to how he or she relates to his or her own "Ahavat Yisrael" and "Ahavat Tzion" is a fundamental issue. It will define their level of Tzionut and fulfillment. Yardsticks relate to many of the same measurements referred to above, i.e., how deeply one engages with the society and its people and institutions. 

For the Diaspora Jew, the growth process toward Tzionut is more clearly defined. A home might be purchased in Israel prior to aliyah. In the community, aliyah is supported and financed through local and national institutions: the synagogue, the Federation, "Nefesh B'Nefesh". Children are encouraged and supported in their aliyah. And ultimately, aliyah becomes a personal reality. 

Revisiting the Israel Diaspora relationship and seeing it within a three dimensional growth model is not merely an intellectual exercise. It provides a new way in which the individual might relate to Israel, and at the same time, it builds a paradigm for the community and especially for Jewish leadership in Israel and in the Diaspora to view their respective constituencies and their relationship to the Jewish people in a wholly different manner. Essential operative questions exist for both the individual and the community. For the individual, existential questions abound and must be answered satisfactorily and comfortably. 

· Where am I in my relationship to Israel and to Zionism? 

· Where can I learn and what can I do to engage further with Israel and with Zionism? 

· What are my limits, self-imposed or otherwise, that allow me to be satisfied with my own personal relationship with the People and the Land of Israel? 

The community and its institutions, i.e., Jewish educators and Jewish leadership in both Israel and the Diaspora, have more complex soul searching to confront and change to embark upon than the individual. By definition, community history and process is more complicated and politically oriented. There are essential questions that are to be addressed and answered. 

· What is the institutional or organizational relationship to Israel? 

· Where does it start and where does it end along the continuum? 

· Is personal growth and institutional growth a goal within the mission of the organization? 

· Are leaders and professional staff chosen to reflect that mission and carry it out? 

· Are students and constituencies well informed and appropriately involved in that growth process? 

· Are the organizations and their leaders committed to coordination and cooperation so that accomplishment can be actualized on a level of the Jewish people working together? 

Viewing and addressing the Israel Diaspora relationship within the three-dimensional perspective described above, can bring new and renewed meaning to our traditional teaching: "Kol Yisrael Aravin Zeh L'Zeh", "All of Israel is Responsible, One for the Other". 

IDF And The Basic Values of Judaism

(This was taken from website Jewish Virtual Library article written by Mitchell Bard

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Society_&_Culture/whatwouldyoudo.html)

Theme: Israel Defense Force and its code of ethics

Objectives: For the participants to learn what the basic code of ethics are for the Israeli Defense Force and to allow for a forum to engage with Israel soldiers in discussing these values in light of world press and world opinions. To wrestle with dilemmas facing Israeli soldiers.

Procedure: 

1) Ask the participants to share how they think the Israeli Defense Force is betrayed in the North American media (television, newspapers, radio). 

2) Allow for the Israelis to briefly respond to some of these comments.

3) Read aloud to the group the article “What would you do if you were an Israeli soldier”

4) Divide the North Americans and the Israelis into smaller groups. Hand out the sheet labeled “Standing in a Soldier’s Shoes” and allow for the groups to work their way through this exercise.

5) Wrap-up: Bring the group together and ask if there were any interesting discussions that they would like to share with the entire group or things that the Birthright participants hadn’t heard of before engaging with Israeli soldiers. Possible allow the Israeli guide to close on his personal comments of these issues.

Materials needed: Copies of “What would you do if you were an Israeli soldier” and “Standing in a Soldier’s Shoes.”

First Handout to read aloud

What Would You Do If You Were An Israeli Soldier?

Can you imagine the split second, life and death decisions that you would have to make and some of the ethical dilemmas you would face if you were a soldier in the Israel Defense Forces? 

It is not easy to put yourself in the shoes of an 18-year-old Israeli who has a job to do, often a dangerous and unpleasant one. Put aside for a moment the political issues of whether Israeli policy is right or wrong. As a soldier, you have a job to do independent of the decisions of the government or your own personal beliefs.

The Spirit of the IDF

First, and foremost, the job of an Israeli soldier is to defend the citizens of the State of Israel. 

How do you accomplish this goal in a way that is consistent with international law, Israeli law and the ethical code of the military? The IDF has developed a code of conduct – “the spirit of the IDF” to help guide you. Memorize these 11 rules:

1. Military action can only be taken against military targets.
2. The use of force must be proportional.
3. Soldiers may only use weaponry they were issued by the IDF.
4. Anyone who surrenders cannot be attacked.
5. Only those who are properly trained can interrogate prisoners.
6. Soldiers must accord dignity and respect to the Palestinian population and those arrested.
7. Soldiers must give appropriate medical care, when conditions allow, to oneself and one's enemy.
8. Pillaging is absolutely and totally illegal.
9. Soldiers must show proper respect for religious and cultural sites and artifacts.
10. Soldiers must protect international aid workers, including their property and vehicles.
11. Soldiers must report all violations of this code. 

This is a helpful guide, but you are fighting an enemy that does not play by any rules. Terrorists, for example, may hide behind civilians rather than defend them. They may dress the same way you do, so it is impossible to distinguish people who are dangerous from those who are innocent.

As a soldier, you are taught to kill or be killed. You have little time to decide friend from foe – hesitation could be fatal. But you must think before acting. A mistake can have catastrophic consequences. Instead of killing the enemy, an innocent person might be harmed as when a UN outpost was accidentally bombed in Lebanon and a mortar round was inaccurately fired into a home in Gaza that killed many innocent people. Mistakes are also often magnified by press coverage so they can have international political repercussions.

A Military Solution 

Some people say that you cannot defeat terrorism militarily. It is not true. It is possible if you are willing to get extreme measures. In Syria, Islamic fundamentalists threatened the regime of Hafez Assad. His response was to send the army to the town where his opponents were based and destroy the entire city. An estimated 20,000 people were killed in Hama in 1982 and no television cameras recorded the event, no UN condemnations were issued, no Arab spokespeople decried the massacre. Similarly, King Hussein faced a threat from the PLO, which had established a state within a state in Jordan. When the danger to his throne became acute in 1970, he sent his army to drive Yasser Arafat and his fellow “freedom fighters” out of Jordan in what became known among Palestinians as Black September. More Palestinians were killed in that month of fighting than in all the conflicts with Israel over the last 58 years. 

Even the United States has not hesitated to use overwhelming force to destroy its enemies. And it too has occasionally made tragic mistakes, as when faulty intelligence led to an airstrike on an Afghan wedding party rather than the group of terrorists it expected. The Allies fire bombed Dresden and the U.S. used nuclear weapons against Japan in World War II.

If Israel had no moral code, and did not care how many people died, or how many innocents fell along with the terrorists, it could also put an end to the violence. But Israel does have an ethical code that requires every effort to be made to spare the lives of noncombatants.

Ethical Dilemmas 

Israel makes a deliberate effort to target only the people who pose a threat. But who do you choose to strike:

A) The person carrying a bomb?
B) The person who drives the bomber to his destination?
C) The engineer who builds the bomb?
D) The person who provides money for the bomber or the explosives?
E) The Muslim cleric who calls on his followers to kill Jews?
F) The person who watches the preacher on TV?

Once the decision is made to strike, the ethical code of the IDF says that you must provide a warning to prevent civilian casualties. So, for example, in Lebanon, Israel dropped leaflets in villages warning that it intended to bomb them. What other army would give away the element of surprise and announce to their enemies, We’re coming to get you, run away now, or prepare to fight us?

In 2002, Israel learned that the head of the military arm of Hamas was going to be in his apartment and the decision was made to drop a two ton bomb on the building. He was killed, but the intelligence about the surrounding buildings was wrong and many innocent people were also killed, prompting international criticism.

A month later, the entire leadership of Hamas was in one room and the IDF knew it would again need a two ton bomb to destroy the building and eliminate all the terrorists. It was akin to the United States learning bin Laden and all his top commanders were in one place. Because of the earlier experience, however, and fear of harming innocents, the army was forced to use a smaller bomb and it did not destroy the building, and all of the terrorists escaped.

Sometimes Israel actually places its soldiers in greater danger by adopting strategies to save civilians. In one case, for example, before an attack, soldiers were clearing an area in the Gaza Strip of noncombatants. Two soldiers were helping an old Palestinian woman get some water and were shot by a sniper.

In one of the most tragic cases, Israel decided to send troops into the refugee camp in Jenin in 2002 to root out terrorists known to be operating from inside. Israel could have simply dropped a bomb on the area and would have eliminated all the terrorists, but many innocent Palestinians would have been killed. Instead, the decision was made to go house to house and engage the terrorists, who had set up booby-traps and ambushes. In the end, the soldiers successfully completed the operation, but 13 soldiers were killed and 75 were wounded.
Second Handout for smaller groups

Standing in a Soldier's Shoes

Now that you have some background on what Israel is up against, it is time to take your place on the front lines and make decisions about what you would do if faced with the type of dilemmas Israeli soldiers face every day.

Scenario #1

At a checkpoint in the West Bank. Your job is to check people and vehicles that are requesting entrance into Israel. On a typical day many Palestinian Arabs cross over from the West Bank into Israel proper, mainly for work and often for medical reasons (many Palestinians use hospitals in Israel). They line up at checkpoints so the Israeli Army can search each person and vehicle to make sure they are not carrying weapons. 

According to intelligence information you’ve received, an ambulance is expected to arrive with a wanted terrorist in it carrying an explosive belt for a suicide attack against innocent Israeli civilians. 

Suddenly an ambulance arrives, and inside is a woman who is seemingly pregnant. It has happened at checkpoints that not everybody who appears to be pregnant is truly pregnant. The woman appears to be in pain and her husband is also highly anxious. The ambulance driver says the woman is about to give birth and without the proper medical attention at the hospital, the newborn baby will struggle to survive.

It is a hot day and there is a long line of cars. Your commander is yelling at you on the two-way radio, “Do not let ambulances go through because there is a terrorist in an ambulance!” 

To complicate the picture, a news video crew is present. To further complicate the situation, the pregnant woman is a religious Muslim and it is considered disrespectful to touch a religious woman.

You are not a doctor, but you have to make a decision. If you let the ambulance go through and it contains a terrorist, then innocent people will die. If there is not a terrorist in this particular ambulance, you may cause the woman to lose her child.

What do you do?
a. Stop the vehicle. Search it thoroughly. This procedure, especially for ambulances and trucks, can take many hours. 
b. Stop the vehicle. Do a quick search and look-through. You don’t pay attention to too much detail, as you want to speed up the process to help the pregnant woman get to the hospital.
c. Let the vehicle through with little inspection. You trust that the ambulance will be heading directly to the nearest hospital to deliver the woman’s baby.
d. Stop the vehicle and inspect it thoroughly. Meanwhile, you call an ambulance on the other side and send it to the checkpoint to transport the woman.

What Actually Happened
d. The vehicle was stopped and searched and another ambulance was called. 

Scenario #2

You are serving within a commando unit in the southern West Bank, south of Hebron. Your current mission is to infiltrate a small village of about 30 people. There is a suspected terrorist living within this small village who is known to have created explosives for suicide bombings. There is a lot of information and research on this particular terrorist, and his arrest is important for the safety and security of Israeli citizens. Your unit is heading by foot to this hilltop village starting at 5 a.m. On your trek up to the top of the hill, your leader notices an older shepherd from the village on a nearby hill. The shepherd, with his flock of sheep, sees you and your unit approaching the village.

What do you do?
a) Chase after the shepherd and arrest him so he does not compromise your mission by warning the village. You release him a couple days after the mission is completed.
b) Chase after the shepherd and bring him with you on the mission. You have him approach the home(s) of the suspected terrorist (making your lives a bit easier) since he is a local villager. This prevents loud confrontations outside the home, but puts the Sheppard in harms way.
c) Ignore the shepherd entirely. You are convinced that he won’t warn the village and compromise the mission. Furthermore, you do not want to inconvenience the older man by taking him away from his sheep. 

What Actually Happened
c) The Shepard ends up inflicting some harm though. He warns the village and the operation is compromised.

Scenario #3

Your unit is called in to respond to a sniper who is shooting from inside a hospital.

What do you do?
a) Retaliate by air power or artillery and take the risk of wounding many innocents.
b) Enter the highly populated hostile neighborhood, increase the risk to yourself and fellow soldiers and making the population even more hostile.
c) Warn the hospital of your intention to enter and then move in carefully to take out the sniper.

What Actually Happened
c) Warn the hospital of your intention to enter and then move in carefully to take out the sniper.

Scenario #4

You are part of a patrol unit near the Palestinian city of Jenin. Over the past few weeks a thorough investigative research has found a terrorist aide to be living in a small house on the outskirts of Jenin. He is thought to have assisted a few suicide bombers in the making and preparing of their suicide-bomb belts. Your mission is to go to his house, arrest him, and search his home for additional weapons and bomb-making materials. Your unit’s truck approaches his house, enters his home through a side window, and arrests him, avoiding gunfire and confrontation. You order his family to take a few belongings with them for a few hours as the unit has to search the house. The man’s wife and kids reluctantly agree, grab a few items, and slowly exit their home. The wife and kids all leave the home carrying a bag or backpack with a few home items inside. The man’s older son, who is about 4 years old, is crying and requests repeatedly to go over and say goodbye to his father. 

What do you do?
a) Let the son go to his father and say goodbye. You feel bad that you are separating a father from his son and allow them to exchange a somber farewell.
b) Put the suspect directly into the truck. You do not allow the son to approach his father to say goodbye.
c) Take the wife and child with you.

What Actually Happened
b) The boy ran away. He was chased and caught. He was carrying dynamite sticks in his backpack.

Scenario #5

Palestinians terrorists shoot at an Israeli civilian car and you are engaged in a chase. The terrorists flee into a mosque where a prayer service is being held.

What do you do?

a) Retreat and allow the suspects to escape.
b) Follow them into the mosque and engage them in a gunfight if they resist arrest.
c) Request that the religious service be stopped and that everyone come out with their hands up.
d) Wait for high level instructions at the risk of not being able anymore to track the terrorists? 

What Actually Happened
a) A group of terrorists in Gaza holed up in a mosque and a group of women came and put themselves between the soldiers and the terrorists. The Israelis retreated and the terrorists were allowed to escape.

Scenario #6

You are driving in a jeep in the West Bank with another soldier and see a Palestinian placing a pile of rocks in the road that you suspect may be booby-trapped.

What do you do?
a) Call for instructions.
b) Disarm the booby-trap.
c) Order the Palestinian you saw remove the pile.

What Actually Happened
c) If the soldiers see the Palestinian place the rocks in the road, it is permissible to order the person to remove them. However, if no one is seen placing the rocks, it is forbidden to force a local resident to help move them because civilians cannot be used as human shields.

Back-up reading:

The Spirit of The IDF:
The Ethical Code of the Israel Defense Forces



1. The Spirit of the IDF is an expression of the identity, values and norms of the IDF. It underlies every action performed in the IDF by each and every serviceman and servicewoman. (Hereafter the term servicemen will be construed as applying to both servicemen and servicewomen.) 

2. The Spirit of the IDF comprises eleven core IDF values. It defines and presents the essence of each of them, and includes basic principles which express these values. 

3. The Spirit of the IDF draws its values and basic principles from three traditions: 

a. The tradition of the Jewish People throughout its history. 

b. The tradition of the State of Israel, its democratic principles, laws and institutions. 

c. The tradition of the IDF and its military heritage as the Israel Defense Forces. 

4. The Spirit of the IDF is the ethical code by which all IDF enlisted personnel, officers, units and corps act. It is the norm to guide them in forming their patterns of behavior. They are expected to educate and critically evaluate themselves and others in accordance with these values and principles. 

5. The complex nature of military activity in general, and combat in particular, may generate tensions with the values and basic principles of The Spirit of the IDF, and may raise problems of judgment about the proper balance needed between theory and practice. 

The obligation to fulfill the mission and ensure military victory will be the compass guiding any effort to balance these values and basic principles of The Spirit of the IDF. The striving for proper balance according to this compass will make it possible to preserve the IDF as a body of high quality, imbued with values, and which fulfills its duties and missions appropriately. 

Perseverance in Mission

The IDF serviceman will fight and conduct himself with courage in the face of all dangers and obstacles; he will persevere in his mission courageously, resolutely and thoughtfully even to the point of endangering his own life. 

The perseverance of IDF servicemen in their mission is their capability and readiness to fight courageously in the face of danger and in most challenging situations; to strive unremittingly to achieve the military goal effectively, with full regard for the particular circumstances, notwithstanding any difficulty, stress or adversity or even mortal danger. They will do so with proper judgment and with due regard for risks. 

Comradeship

The IDF serviceman will always go to the aid of his comrades when they need his help or depend on him, despite any danger or difficulty, even to the point of risking his life. 

The fellowship of IDF servicemen is their bond as comrades in arms. It is their unwavering commitment to each other, their readiness to extend appropriate assistance, to go to the aid of a comrade, and even risk their lives on his behalf. In all their actions they will uphold and strengthen the solidarity of their unit in full cooperation with other units, and in support of the overall goals of the IDF. 

Discipline

The IDF serviceman will execute completely and successfully all that is required of him according to the letter and spirit of his orders and within the framework of the law. 

The discipline of IDF servicemen is their readiness to act to the full extent of their abilities, to carry out what is demanded of them completely, according to their understanding of the letter of the orders they have received, and successfully, according to the spirit of their orders. It is their readiness to obey orders amidst a constant striving to execute them with understanding and dedication. They will take care to issue only legal orders, and disavow manifestly illegal orders. 

Human Life

The IDF serviceman will, above all, preserve human life, in the recognition of its supreme value and will place himself or others at risk solely to the extent required to carry out his mission. 

The sanctity of life in the eyes of the IDF servicemen will find expression in all of their actions, in deliberate and meticulous planning, in safe and intelligent training and in proper execution of their mission. In evaluating the risk to self and others, they will use the appropriate standards and will exercise constant care to limit injury to life to the extent required to accomplish the mission. 

Loyalty

The IDF serviceman will act with complete dedication in the defense of the State of Israel and its citizens, according to IDF orders, within the framework of the laws of the State and democratic principles. 

The loyalty of IDF servicemen is their dedication, in all actions, to their homeland, the State of Israel, its citizens and armed forces, and their constant readiness to fight and devote all their power, even at the risk of their own lives, in the defense of the sovereign State of Israel and the lives and the safety of its inhabitants, according to the values and orders of the IDF, while following the laws and the democratic principles of the State. 

Personal Example

The IDF serviceman will comport himself as is required of him and will, himself, act as he demands of others, thoughtfully and dedicatedly, aware of his ability and responsibility to serve as a role model to those around him. 

The personal example of the IDF servicemen is their acting as is demanded of them and as they themselves demand of others, their clear and convincing readiness to serve as an example to those around them, in their actions and comportment, to create, uphold and foster mutual identification and joint responsibility in properly carrying out their tasks and accomplishing their missions in all areas of military activity. 

Professionalism

The IDF serviceman will aspire to be familiar with and understand the body of knowledge pertaining to his military position and will master every skill necessary for carrying out his duties. 

The professionalism of IDF servicemen is their ability to correctly perform their military duties through striving to constantly excel in and improve their unit's and their individual achievements. They will do so by broadening their knowledge, and increasing proficiency, based upon the lessons of experience and study of the heritage and by expanding and deepening their understanding of the body of military knowledge.

Purity of Arms

The IDF serviceman will use force of arms only for the purpose of subduing the enemy to the necessary extent and will limit his use of force so as to prevent unnecessary harm to human life and limb, dignity and property. 

The IDF servicemen's purity of arms is their self-control in use of armed force. They will use their arms only for the purpose of achieving their mission, without inflicting unnecessary injury to human life or limb; dignity or property, of both soldiers and civilians, with special consideration for the defenseless, whether in wartime, or during routine security operations, or in the absence of combat, or times of peace. 

Representativeness

The IDF serviceman will constantly see himself as a representative and an emissary of the IDF. As such he will act solely on the basis of the authority he has been given and orders he has been issued. 

The representativeness of IDF servicemen is their consciousness, expressed in all their actions, that the armed force placed in their hands and the power to use it are given to them only as members of the IDF and its authorized representatives, duly executing their orders in accordance with the laws of the State of Israel and is subject to its Government. 

Responsibility

The IDF serviceman will see himself as an active participant in the defense of his country and its citizens. He will carry out his duties decisively, resolutely and with vigor, within the limits of his authority. 

The responsibility of IDF servicemen is their active partnership and their readiness to use their utmost abilities in the defense of the State, its sovereignty, and the lives and safety of its citizens, within the framework of authority granted them by the IDF. They will carry out their duties fully, diligently, and with determination, commitment and initiative, in clear awareness that they are answerable for any consequences. 

Trustworthiness

The IDF serviceman will strive in all his actions to fulfill his duties correctly and at the highest professional level, from exacting and thorough preparation to true, honest, complete and precise reporting. 

The trustworthiness of IDF servicemen is their reliability in fully carrying out their charge, using their military skills, with the sincere belief and conviction that they are acting professionally. They are ready at all times to present things as they are, in planning, executing and reporting truthfully, completely, courageously and honestly. 

Basic Principles

A. Values 

1. The IDF serviceman will, in all his actions and conduct, express the basic values of the IDF: 

Perseverance in the mission, comradeship, discipline, respect for human life, loyalty, personal example, professionalism, purity of arms, representativeness, responsibility, and trustworthiness, as defined above and as appropriate to the specific circumstances. 

2. The IDF serviceman, when acting in the framework of his military role, will be ever cognizant that he bears responsibility not only for the outcomes of his acts and omissions, but also for the patterns of behavior which they help to create, whether by order or personal example, by direct or indirect influence, whether intentionally or unintentionally. 

B. On Military Service 

3. The IDF serviceman will view himself, in each of his actions, as bearing full responsibility for the lives and safety of the servicemen and all others who are dependent on his actions or decisions. 

4. The IDF serviceman will be ready to place his own life at risk when confronting the enemy or to save human life to the extent required, but he will preserve his own life and that of others in all other military situations. 

5. The IDF serviceman will take into account, in every practical context, not only the proper concern for human life, but also the influence his actions may have on the physical well-being and spiritual integrity and dignity of others.

6. The IDF serviceman will endeavor fully to exercise his capabilities as called upon in accordance with the priorities assigned by the IDF to combat, command, combat support and combat service support roles.

7. The IDF serviceman, in all his actions, will take care to uphold the honor of the State, its institutions, monuments and symbols, including the honor of the IDF and its symbols. 

8. .The IDF serviceman will show special respect for the fallen of the IDF. The serviceman will behave with deference in ceremonies, at memorial sites, and at memorial and honor ceremonies, and will treat bereaved families with proper respect. 

9. The IDF serviceman will maintain the tradition of the IDF by showing honor and respect for IDF wounded and disabled. 

10. The IDF serviceman will maintain the tradition of the IDF, will study the IDF's military heritage and will promote esprit de corps. 

11. The IDF serviceman will carry out his military activities without obtruding his personal views in matters beyond his sphere of responsibility, authority and professional expertise. He will take special care not to inject his personal opinions on issues subject to public controversy of a political, social or ideological nature. 

12. The IDF serviceman will make use of his military authority or status, whether command or professional, solely for the benefit of the IDF. He will never use his military authority or status improperly to advance a personal objective, or to go beyond the limits of his authority and responsibility, in letter or spirit, within or without the IDF.

13. The IDF serviceman will hold himself responsible for the outcomes of his orders. He will support those who have acted in accordance with those orders or as is proper, and will view himself as responsible for the patterns of behavior which he imposed.

14. The IDF serviceman will support his unit and its commanders in every way necessary to fulfill the unit's mission of building, promoting and employing military force. The serviceman will obey his commanders in accordance with the law and maintain respect for his commanders, peers and subordinates. 

15. The IDF servicemen will never conspire to conceal any offense or mishap, and will not entertain any proposal to be party to such a conspiracy. When confronted with an offense or mishap, the serviceman will act as is reasonable and proper to correct the aberration. 

16. The IDF serviceman who participates in a discussion or dispute dealing with an activity in which the IDF is involved, whether before, during or after its implementation, will express his views in accordance with his professional knowledge and conviction, with honesty, candor and courage. 

17. The IDF serviceman will use the authority at his disposal towards others only as is fair, self-controlled, reasonable and professional. He will show due respect for the person and the privacy of those with whom he interacts.

18. The IDF serviceman will view his appearance in an IDF uniform as an expression of his loyalty to the values and basic principles of the IDF. 

C. When Confronting the Enemy 

19. The IDF serviceman will use the force at his disposal, in all actions in the face of the enemy, manifesting perseverance in his mission, courage and judgment, always ready to carry out his duties despite danger to his life. 

20. The IDF serviceman will be ready to do whatever is required, and even to endanger his own life, to come to the aid of his comrades or to recover wounded comrades from the battlefield. 

21. The IDF serviceman will act, when confronting the enemy, according to the letter and spirit of the laws of war. He will adhere strictly to the principle of purity of arms and to the ethics of combat. 

22. The IDF serviceman will treat enemy troops and civilians in areas controlled by the IDF in accordance with the letter and spirit of the laws of war and will not exceed the limits of his authority. 

23. The IDF serviceman will act fairly with self-control, reasonably, and professionally, in carrying out the responsibilities of his position, in all his contacts with civilians in areas controlled by the IDF, whether in the course of battle or afterward. He will show respect towards the beliefs, values, sacred and historical sites of all civilians and military personnel as they deem proper and to the extent possible, in keeping with the values and basic principles of the IDF and in accordance with military needs and the given circumstances. 

24. The IDF serviceman will fight and exert himself to the utmost, even placing his life at risk so as not to surrender to the enemy but to overcome him. He will not surrender as long as he has a chance of carrying out his mission. Even in the absence of such a possibility, he will not surrender as long as he has contact with his commander or the ability to extricate himself from his compromised position. 

25. The IDF serviceman who, despite all efforts, has been taken prisoner will act according to IDF orders; responsibly, reasonably and honorably. 

D. Relations with Civilian Bodies 

26. The IDF serviceman will give preference to promoting the IDF's goals, as is required of him, in accordance with regulations, orders, values and basic principles, over the advancement of the goals of any civilian body, in any instance of conflict of interests between the IDF's goals and those of that body. 

27. The IDF serviceman, in all official contact with civilian bodies, will act professionally and without compromising the IDF's values, basic principles or honor. 

28. The IDF serviceman may be involved in the activities of a commercial or civilian body only in accordance with the letter and spirit of existing orders and procedures, and within the limits of his position. 

29. The IDF serviceman will refrain from receiving personal benefits as a result of his position, rank, status or actions. He will not request, nor will he agree to accept any favors from any agent, inside or outside the IDF, directly or indirectly, for himself or others, except in accordance with due orders and procedures. 

30. The IDF serviceman will ensure that every public appearance, especially in the mass media, has prior approval, expresses outright and unreserved loyalty to the value and basic principles of the IDF, reflects the IDF's policies and decisions, and contributes to the public's confidence in the IDF.

31. The IDF serviceman will ensure that his behavior even in private circumstances cannot be interpreted as compromising the IDF's values or basic principles, does not detract from the public's confidence in the IDF, and will not contribute to the creation of patters and behavior that could harm the implementation of the IDF's values and basic principles. 

E. Reserve Duty and Retirement 

32. The IDF serviceman, during his reserve duty, will act according to the same values and basic principles of the IDF as those that apply to servicemen in regular service. 

33. The discharged serviceman may make private use of special or sensitive information which he gained or which came to his attention during his service only after he has received the proper authorization to make commercial media or other such use of such knowledge outside of the IDF framework. 

34. The discharged serviceman may make use of his military status, including his reserve or retired rank, or may grant permission to others to do so, only in civilian contexts that do not compromise the IDF's values and basic principles, or its honor and the trust which it enjoys in the public mind.

Personal Reflections and Pirkei Avot

Theme: Encountering Jewish texts (mostly Pirkei Avot)

Objectives: To allow for participants in hevruta style to interrelate to the texts from Pirke Avot and other sourses and to explore and share their personal reflections 

Supplies: One packet per person

Procedure: 

1) Explain about the concept of hevruta. Put into your owns something like this:

Traditionally Jews seldom study Torah alone; the study of Torah is, more often than not, a social and even communal activity. Most commonly, Jews study Jewish texts in pairs, a method known as havruta ("fellowship"). In havruta, the pair struggles to understand the meaning of each passage and discusses how to apply it to the larger issues addressed and even to their own lives. Sometimes they study to prepare for attending a lecture, and sometimes they meet to delve into a text independently of any organized class.

2) Have your group break into pairs and to work their way through the handout at their own pace. You do not need to discuss what Pirkei Avot is at this time. Allow for 30-45 minutes for them to do the exercise, but as each group, and pair, is different, use your own judgment.
3) Bring the group together to share their impressions of the exercise.

4) Explain what Pirkei Avot is (see back-up reading). Emphasize that Jewish texts can be relevant for one’s contemporary life. Except for the first quote, the rest are taken from Pirkei Avot.

5) Wrap-up: End with reviewing the last quote of the packet from Rabbi Hillel…

If I am not for myself, who will be for me?

And if I am only for myself, what am I?

And if not now, when?   

…and ask how this quote fits into their lives with this Taglit experience in Israel.
Materials to use (photocopy one per participant on these next pages)
Personal Reflections

Find a place where you and your partner can explore the following ideas and answer the attached questions.

One master taught:

Every person must have two pockets.

In one pocket should be a piece of paper saying, “I am but dust and ashes.”  When a person is feeling too proud, he should reach into this pocket and withdraw the paper to read it.

In the other pocket should be a piece of paper saying, “For my sake the world was created.”  When a person is feeling disheartened and lowly, he should reach into this pocket, withdraw the paper and read it.

For each of us is the joining together of two worlds.  Of clay we are fashioned, but our spirit is the breath of G-d.  We must seek to balance in our lives what is ordinary and what is holy, what is creaturely and what is sacred.

What pieces of paper do you think you carry in your pockets to keep yourself in balance?  
[image: image1.wmf]
Joshua ben Perahyah said, Select a master teacher for yourself;

Acquire a colleague for study...
Have you had a personal master teacher? If you are currently studying, who is your master teacher this year?  Who has inspired you in your life?  
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Shemayah taught:

Love work;

Hate positions of domination;

Do not make yourself known to the authorities.

Read this one again and free-associate with another (ignore the hidden microphone).
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Shammai taught:

Say little, do much.

Does this apply to you?  How much do you “do” and how much do you just “say”?  Try to be specific and be both positive and negative with yourself.
Hillel taught:

Do not withdraw from the community;

Do not be sure of yourself till the day of your death;

Do not judge your fellow human being till you stand in his situation;

Do not say, “It is impossible to understand this,” for ultimately it will be understood;

Do not say, “When I have leisure, I will study,” for you may never have leisure.

Take these lines one by one and challenge yourselves on how you relate to each line.
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Rabbi Tarfon taught:

The day is short, the task is great,

the workers indolent, the reward bountiful,

and the Master insistent!

What is your “task”? What is your “personal task” and your “ultimate task”?  

Do you believe in an ultimate reward?  Life after death?  And what about the Master?  Belief in G-d?  Questions?  
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Rabbi Simeon ben Eleazar said, “Do not appease your friend in the hour of his anger, and comfort him not in the hour when his dead lies before him, and question him not in the hour of his vow, and strive not to see him in the hour of his disgrace.”

Discuss these points related to dealing with a friend.  Do you have a best friend or a very good friend?  Why are they your best or good friends?  Have you had to deal with your friends’ losing a loved one? Or in their “hour of disgrace”?
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Despise no person, and deem nothing impossible, for there is no one who has not his hour, and there is no thing which has not its place.  

If you had to decide on a highlight of your life (“a special hour”), what would that be?

What “place” or places have special meaning for you.  
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Rabbi Simeon said, There are three crowns:  the crown of Torah, the crown of priesthood, and the crown of kingship;  but the crown of a good name is about them all.  

What do you think is “your name” is to other people?  What do people think of you?  What name to you call yourself?  What names do want to achieve in your life?
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Rabbi Eliezer said:  Let the honor of your companion be as dear to you as your own.  

How is your balance of caring for yourself and caring for others?
[image: image9.wmf]
Rabbi Ismael...said, He who learns in order to teach, Heaven will grant him the opportunity both to learn and to teach;  but he who learns in order to act, Heaven will grant him the opportunity to learn and to teach, to observe and to act.  

What have you learned this past year, in all formal and informal settings, in all formal subjects or in life experience, that you will be able to teach, continue to observe and continue to act upon?
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Whenever love depends on some material reason, with the passing away of that reason, the love too passes away;  but if it is not dependent on such a reason, it will last forever.  

Where does “love” fit into your lifer?  Not just romantic love, but the love for a platonic friend, a love for a concept, a writer, music, a place.  Looking back on your life, what have you learnt about “love”? 
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Rabbi Tarfon taught:

You are not obliged to finish the task, 

neither are you free to neglect it.

What did you see as your tasks in terms of:  personal goals, academic goals, yourself as a Jew, your life?
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If I am not for myself, who will be for me?

And if I am only for myself, what am I?

And if not now, when?   
What does this mean to you? In terms of yourself, others and the timings in your life?. 
Back-up reading:

Pirkei Avot: Ethics of Our Fathers

By Rabbi Jill Jacobs

 

Pirkei Avot (literally, "Chapters of the Fathers," but generally translated as "Ethics of Our Fathers") is one of the best known and most cited of Jewish texts. Even those who claim to know little about Jewish literature are familiar with maxims such as "If I am only for myself, who am I? (1:14)" and "Say little and do much (1:15)." Popular Hebrew songs take as their lyrics lines such as "The world stands on three things: Torah, service, and acts of loving kindness (1:2)"  and "You are not obligated to complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from it (2:21)." 

Pirkei Avot is so popular that many siddurim (prayer books) include the full text of this book. In many communities, it is customary to read a section of Pirkei Avot every Shabbat.

Literary Context

Given the popularity of Pirkei Avot, we may easily come to think of it as a sui generis work with little connection to any other Jewish text. But Pirkei Avot is, in fact, part of the Mishnah, the first text of the Jewish oral law. Within the Mishnah, Pirkei Avot appears in Seder Nezikin, the section primarily concerned with torts; some believe, however, that Pirkei Avot originally appeared at the very end of the Mishnah as a sort of recapitulation of the essential principles of the entire text. 

 

Because it lays out the founding principles of the Mishnah, some have suggested that the word "Avot" be translated not as "fathers," but as "categories" or "bases," in the same way that the basic types of work prohibited on Shabbat are designated as "Avot Melakha" or "categories of work."

 

Like the rest of the Mishnah, Pirkei Avot consists primarily of short statements most often attributed to rabbis who lived around the beginning of the Common Era. But there, the resemblance ends. Whereas the bulk of the Mishnah concerns itself with case law, Pirkei Avot presents us with a series of ethical principles articulated by the rabbis whose legal opinions appear elsewhere in the Mishnah. Pirkei Avot thus serves as an introduction to the overall worldviews of these rabbis, whom we would otherwise know only through their legal rulings. 

Rabbinic Genealogy 

Pirkei Avot begins with a statement of the chain of transmission of the Torah from the original revelation at Sinai through the early rabbis:

 

"Moses received Torah from Got at Sinai. He transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the elders, the elders to the prophets, the prophets to the members of the Great Assembly (1:1)." 

 

From here, the first two chapters of Pirkei Avot trace the uninterrupted transmission of the Torah from the first rabbis, who formed the Great Assembly, to the disciples of these original rabbis and through the generations of rabbis who followed. By placing themselves in a line of transmission that begins with Sinai, the rabbis of the Mishnah define themselves as the possessors of the authentic tradition. As such, these two chapters establish the authority of the entire Mishnah: If the rabbis of the Mishnah received the Torah directly from God, through an uninterrupted line of transmission, then these rabbis have the authority to interpret this tradition and to issue binding legal rulings. 

 

Instead of simply listing the order of transmission from one rabbi to the next, the text offers one or more teachings by each of the rabbis mentioned. Thus:

 

"Shemayah and Avtalyon received the tradition from [their teachers]. Shemayah taught: Love work; hate positions of domination; do not make yourself known to the authorities. Avtalyon taught: Sages, be careful of what you say lest you be exiled by the authorities...Hillel and Shammai received the Torah from them. Hillel taught: Be a disciple of Aaron, loving peace and pursuing peace...Shammai taught: Make the study of Torah your primary occupation... (1:10-15)"

 

In simultaneously placing each rabbi within the chain of transmission and giving each rabbi his own voice, Pirkei Avot makes an essential statement about the nature of Torah and interpretation: Even though each generation interprets and applies the Torah according to the needs of the time, these interpretations have the authority of laws given by God at Mount Sinai. 

Lessons Learned

From the teachings attributed to each rabbi, we gain some sense of the personality of that rabbi, as well as an occasional insight into the needs of the time. In the text quoted above, Shemaya and Avtalyon, who were the heads of the rabbinic court in Jerusalem in the first century BCE, demonstrate particular concern about upsetting the authorities. This worry reflects the precarious nature of the Jewish community in Jerusalem living under Roman control in the century that preceded the destruction of the Second Temple. 

 

The aphorisms that make up the text of Pirkei Avot range in topic from the ethics of everyday human interaction, to advice for sages and aspiring sages, to statements about the relationship of God and humanity. The worldview espoused by the rabbis quoted here emphasizes learning, service of God, discipleship, ethical behavior, humility, and fair judgment. Within the first four chapters of this work, these teachings follow a standard form. A rabbi is introduced, often, but not always, as a disciple or son of the preceding rabbi, and the text then offers one or more teachings by this rabbi. 

The Final Chapters

The fifth and sixth chapters of Pirkei Avot differ both in form and, to some degree, in topic from the four preceding chapters. Chapter five consists almost entirely of anonymous statements of numerical lists. These lists all consist of ten, seven, or four items, these numbers being standard mnemonic devices in rabbinic discourse:

 

"The world was created by ten utterances...There were ten generations from Adam to Noah...there were ten generations from Noah to Abraham...Ten things were created on the eve of the Sabbath of creation at twilight...There are seven characteristics which typify the clod and seven the wise person... (5:1-9)" 

 

In some cases, these statements are substantiated with a listing of the items listed. For instance:

 

"There are four types among those who study with the Sages: the sponge, the funnel, the strainer, the sifter. The sponge absorbs everything; the funnel--in one end and out the other; The strainer passes the wine and retains the dregs; the sifter removes the chaff and retains the edible wheat (5:15)." 

 

In other cases, the text simply asserts the existence of a certain number of something--ten trials of Abraham or ten miracles performed for the Jewish people in Egypt--but leaves the specific nature of these items to the imagination. 

 

The contrast between the fifth chapter of Pirkei Avot and the first four chapters suggests that this fifth chapter may have been a later, though still early addition to the work. 

 

The sixth chapter of Pirkei Avot is certainly not original to the work, but probably was added in late antiquity or at the beginning of the middle ages, when it became customary to read one chapter of Pirkei Avot on each Shabbat between Passover and Shavuot. Since there are six Shabbatot between Passover and Shavuot, it was necessary to add a sixth chapter to the text. This final chapter, entitled Kinyan Torah (the acquisition of Torah) consists of a rabbinic statement that glorifies Torah and scholarship and that lays out a program by which students can come to possess Torah. 

Later Commentaries

Pirkei Avot inspired a vast number of commentaries. The earliest of these is Avot d'rabbi Natan, probably composed in the late third century, which is included in the so-called extra-canonical tractates of the Talmud. Beyond this, the most famous commentaries on Pirkei Avot are those written by Moses Maimonides in the twelfth century and by Simcha ben Samuel of Vitry in the eleventh century. To this day, scholars continue to produce new commentaries on Pirkei Avot and students and teachers throughout the Jewish world continuously develop new interpretations and understandings of its teachings. 

Kohelet  And the Big Questions…

Theme: Kohelet and the big questions

Objectives: To have the participants engage in text study as well as to address questions of existence and purpose

Supplies: Copies of the Kohelet handout

Procedures:

1) Ask the group to share briefly some books they have read that have had profound significance on their lives at any time.

2) Introduce briefly Kohelet also known in English as Ecclesiastics. (see backup reading)
3) Divide your group into small groups of 4 or 5. 

4) Ask the following questions before each reading of selected excerpts of Kohelet,

So the pattern should be:


a) Ask the question and they discuss in their small groups


b) Have each group read the text in their small groups


c) Allow for the group to discuss what they think Kohelet is saying about

 the initial question

Question for Chapter 1: Is there purpose in life? 

Question for Chapter 2: What do you want to accomplish in your life?

Question for Chapter 3: Do you believe in the phrase “everything in its proper time and place”?

Question for Chapter 9: Do you believe in life after death? Is there reward and punishment?

Question for Chapter 10: Is there justice in the world?

Question for Chapter 12: What do you need to believe in, if anything, for life and purpose to have meaning?

5) Wrap-up: You can end the activity by singing the song Turn, Turn, Turn (but request copies to be photocopied) or with the following story of Reb Zusye:

Once, the great Hassidic leader, Zusia, came to his followers. His eyes were red with tears, and his face was pale with fear. 

"Zusia, what's the matter? You look frightened!" 

"The other day, I had a vision. In it, I learned the question that the angels will one day ask me about my life." 

The followers were puzzled. "Zusia, you are pious. You are scholarly and humble. You have helped so many of us. What question about your life could be so terrifying that you would be frightened to answer it?" 

Zusia turned his gaze to heaven. "I have learned that the angels will not ask me, 'Why weren't you a Moses, leading your people out of slavery?'" 

His followers persisted. "So, what will they ask you?" 

"And I have learned," Zusia sighed, "that the angels will not ask me, 'Why weren't you a Joshua, leading your people into the Promised Land?'" 

One of his followers approached Zusia and placed his hands on Zusia's shoulders. Looking him in the eyes, the follower demanded, "But what will they ask you?" 

"They will say to me, 'Zusia, there was only one thing that no power of heaven or earth could have prevented you from becoming.' They will say, 'Zusia, why weren't you Zusia?'" 

	Kohelet - Chapter 1
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1. The words of Koheleth son of David, king in Jerusalem.

2. Vanity of vanities, said Koheleth; vanity of vanities, all is vanity.

3. What profit has man in all his toil that he toils under the sun?

4. A generation goes and a generation comes, but the earth endures forever.

5. The sun rises and the sun sets, and to its place it yearns and rises there.

6. It goes to the south and goes around to the north; the will goes around and around, and the will returns to its circuits.

7. All the rivers flow into the sea, yet the sea is not full; to the place where the rivers flow, there they repeatedly go.

8. All things are wearisome; no one can utter it; the eye shall not be sated from seeing, nor shall the ear be filled from hearing.

9. What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done, and there is nothing new under the sun.

10. There is a thing of which [someone] will say, "See this, it is new." It has already been for ages which were before us.

11. [But] there is no remembrance of former [generations], neither will the later ones that will be have any remembrance among those that will be afterwards.


	Kohelet - Chapter 2
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1. I said to myself, "Come now, I will mix [wine] with joy and experience pleasure"; and behold, this too was vanity.

2. Of laughter, I said, "[It is] mingled"; and concerning joy, "What does this accomplish?"

3. I searched in my heart to indulge my body with wine, and my heart conducting itself with wisdom and holding onto folly, until I would see which is better for the children of men that they should do under the heavens, the number of the days of their lives.

4. I made myself great works; I built myself houses, and I planted myself vineyards.

5. I made myself gardens and orchards, and I planted in them all sorts of fruit trees.

6. I made myself pools of water, to water from them a forest sprouting with trees.

7. I acquired male and female slaves, and I had household members; also I had possession of cattle and flocks, more than all who were before me in Jerusalem.

8. I accumulated for myself also silver and gold, and the treasures of the kings and the provinces; I acquired for myself various types of musical instruments, the delight of the sons of men, wagons and coaches.

9. So I became great, and I increased more than all who were before me in Jerusalem; also my wisdom remained with me.

10. And [of] all that my eyes desired I did not deprive them; I did not deprive my heart of any joy, but my heart rejoiced with all my toil, and this was my portion from all my toil.

11. Then I turned [to look] at all my deeds that my hands had wrought and upon the toil that I had toiled to do, and behold everything is vanity and frustration, and there is no profit under the sun.


	Kohelet - Chapter 3
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	1. Everything has an appointed season, and there is a time for every matter under the heaven.

2. A time to give birth and a time to die; a time to plant and a time to uproot that which is planted.

3. A time to kill and a time to heal; a time to break and a time to build.

4. A time to weep and a time to laugh; a time of wailing and a time of dancing.

5. A time to cast stones and a time to gather stones; a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing.

6. A time to seek and a time to lose; a time to keep and a time to cast away.

7. A time to rend and a time to sew; a time to be silent and a time to speak.

8. A time to love and a time to hate; a time for war and a time for peace.


	Kohelet - Chapter 9
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	1. For all this I laid to my heart and to clarify all this, that the righteous and the wise and their works are in God's hand; even love, even hate, man does not know; everything is before them.

2. Everything [comes to them] as [it comes] to all; [there is] one occurrence for the righteous and for the wicked, for the good, and for the pure, and for the unclean, and for he who sacrifices, and for he who does not sacrifice; like the good, so is the sinner; he who swears is like him who fears an oath.

3. This is the most evil in all that is done under the sun, that all have one occurrence, and also the heart of the children of men is full of evil, and there is madness in their heart in their lifetime, and after that they go to the dead.

4. For whoever is joined to all the living has hope, for concerning a live dog [it is said that] he is better than a dead lion.

5. For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing, and they have no more reward, for their remembrance is forgotten.



	Kohelet - Chapter 10
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	5. There is an evil that I saw under the sun, like an error that goes forth from before the ruler. 

6. Folly was set at great heights, and the rich sit in a low place.

7. I saw slaves on horses and princes walking like slaves on the ground.

8. One who digs a pit shall fall therein, and one who breaks a fence-a snake shall bite him.

9. One who quarries stones shall be wearied by them; one who hews wood shall be warmed by it.

10. If the iron is dull, and he did not sharpen the edge, it [still] strengthens the armies, but wisdom has a greater advantage.

11. If the snake bites, it is because it was not charmed, and there is no advantage to one who has a tongue.

12. The words of a wise man's mouth [find] favor, but a fool's lips will destroy him.

13. The beginning of the words of his mouth is folly, and the end of his speech is grievous madness.

14. And the fool increases words; a man does not know what will be, and what will be behind him, who will tell him?


	Kohelet - Chapter 12
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1. And remember your Creator in the days of your youth, before the days of evil come, and years arrive, about which you will say, "I have no desire in them."

2. Before the sun, the light, the moon, and the stars darken, and the clouds return after the rain.

3. On the day that the keepers of the house tremble, and the mighty men are seized by cramps, and the grinders cease since they have become few, and those who look out of the windows become darkened.

4. And the doors shall be shut in the street when the sound of the mill is low, and one shall rise at the voice of a bird, and all the songstresses shall be brought low.

5. Also from the high places they will fear, and terrors on the road, and the almond tree will blossom, and the grasshopper will drag itself along, and sexual desire will fail, for man goes to his everlasting home, and the mourners go about in the street.

6. Before the silver cord snaps, and the golden fountain is shattered, and the pitcher breaks at the fountain, and the wheel falls shattered into the pit.

7. And the dust returns to the earth as it was, and the spirit returns to God, Who gave it.

8. "Vanity of vanities," said Koheleth; "all is vanity."

9. And more [than this], Koheleth was wise, he also taught knowledge to the people; he listened and sought out, he established many proverbs.

10. Koheleth sought to find words of delight and properly recorded words of truth.

11. The words of the wise are like goads, and like well-fastened nails with large heads, given from one shepherd.

12. And more than they, my son, beware; making many books has no end, and studying much is a weariness of the flesh.

13. The end of the matter, everything having been heard, fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the entire man.

14. For every deed God will bring to judgment-for every hidden thing, whether good or bad.


LYRICS TO TURN, TURN, TURN

Words-adapted from the bible, book of Ecclesiastes
Music-Pete Seeger

To everything (turn, turn, turn)
There is a season (turn, turn, turn)
And a time for every purpose, under heaven

A time to be born, a time to die
A time to plant, a time to reap
A time to kill, a time to heal
A time to laugh, a time to weep

To everything (turn, turn, turn)
There is a season (turn, turn, turn)
And a time for every purpose, under heaven

A time to build up,a time to break down
A time to dance, a time to mourn
A time to cast away stones, a time to gather stones together

To everything (turn, turn, turn)
There is a season (turn, turn, turn)
And a time for every purpose, under heaven

A time of love, a time of hate
A time of war, a time of peace
A time you may embrace, a time to refrain from embracing

To everything (turn, turn, turn)
There is a season (turn, turn, turn)
And a time for every purpose, under heaven

A time to gain, a time to lose
A time to rend, a time to sew
A time to love, a time to hate
A time for peace, I swear its not too late
Back-up reading:

Kohelet/Ecclesiastes

Ecclesiastes, a biblical book, is one of the Five Scrolls (megillot) [the designation given to the five biblical books which are each read in their entirety on an important holiday] in the third section of the Bible, the Hagiographa [Writings or Ketuvim]; the Hebrew Name is Kohelet (usually translated as "Preacher"). The opening verse of the book: "The words of Kohelet, the son of David, King in Jerusalem" were understood in the Jewish tradition to mean that the author was none other than King Solomon, but modern biblical scholarship is unanimous in holding that the book was compiled at a much later date, although opinions differ as to when and by whom the book was actually composed. 
The Talmud (Shabbat30b) states that, at first, the sages wished to hide the work (i.e. they refused to endow it with the sanctity of sacred Scripture) because some of its statements contradict the Torah and are even self-contradictory. Eventually, however, the book was accepted as a biblical book on the grounds that it begins and ends with the fear of heaven. In other words, for all the book's skepticism and pessimism about the human condition, the teaching which shines through is: "Fear God and keep His commandments" (12: 13). 

The usual midrashic interpretation of the book is that the description of all human life "under the sun" as "vanity of vanities" applies only to earthly pursuits ("under the sun"), not to the way of the Torah, which is "above the sun," eternal and beyond time. 

Ecclesiastes is read in the synagogue on the festival of Tabernacles [Sukkot], the festival of joy; an odd choice, on the face of it, for a book that seems to question life's values. But here again, the interpretation holds good that the philosophical probings of the book do not lead ultimately to unbelief, but on the contrary, to an appreciation of the higher values which promote true happiness. 

The book has served as a reminder that Judaism does not necessarily frown on a sincere quest for life's meaning and significance. For this reason, the book is, in a sense, the earliest encounter between faith and reason, a debate which has been continued by the philosophically inclined throughout the history of Jewish thought. The very admission of such a book into the Bible demonstrates how precarious it is to try to draw a picture of Judaism in simple terms.

Have I Got A Story For You!!!

(note that this is a good activity for a Friday evening Oneg Shabbat with drinks and snacks---make it a “tishe” by adding Chasidic niggunim/melodies without words in between each skit)

Theme: Hasidic stories and its relevance for contemporary Jews
Objective: To allow for participants to be exposed to and understand Hasidic stories. To have a brief knowledge of what Hasidism is. To wrestle with the themes of these stories in a contemporary setting.

Supplies: copies of the attached stories; one story for each fifth of your entire group

Procedures: 

1) Ask if anyone knows what Hasidism is? (see backup reading for detailed response).

2) Divide your group into 5 groups. Give each group one of the attached stories. Allow time for them to read their story and discuss its meaning.

3) Ask each group to now come up with a contemporary version of this story and to prepare a short dramatic presentation of their new version.

4) Groups present their version of the story and after each presentation, summarize the original story.

5) Ask the group what underlining messages do they think that Hasidism are trying to get across. Are they relevant today? In what ways?

6) Wrap-up: Emphasis that these stories share a glimpse of our past. Lead the question hanging, or ask what cultural aspects of today’s Judaism will future generations analyze? (Woody Allen movies?)

Materials (enough copies that each fifth of the group can have their own copy of their story):

The Treasure under the Bridge

adapted by Gedaliah Fleer from the stories of Rebbe Nachman
There was once a poor, G-d fearing Jew who lived in the city of Prague. One night he dreamt that he should journey to Vienna. There, at the base of a bridge leading to the King's palace, he would find a buried treasure. 

Night after night the dream recurred until, leaving his family behind, he traveled to Vienna to claim his fortune. The bridge, however, was heavily guarded. The watchful eyes of the King's soldiers afforded little opportunity to retrieve the treasure. Every day the poor Jew spent hours pacing back and forth across the bridge waiting for his chance. 

After two weeks time one of the guards grabbed him by the lapels of his coat and demanded gruffly, "Jew! What are you plotting? Why do you keep returning to this place day after, day?" Frustrated and anxious, he blurted out the story of his dream. When he finished, the soldier, who had been containing his mirth, broke into uncontrollable laughter. 

The poor Jew looked on in astonishment, not knowing what to make of the man's attitude. Finally, the King's guard caught his breath. He stopped laughing long enough to say, "What a foolish Jew you are believing in dreams. Why, if I let my life be guided by visions, I would be well on my way to the city of Prague. For just last night I dreamt that a poor Jew in that city has, buried in his cellar, a treasure which awaits discovery." 

The poor Jew returned home. He dug in his cellar and found the fortune. Upon reflection he thought, the treasure was always in my possession. Yet, I had to travel to Vienna to know of its existence. 

So too, in our time, many spiritually impoverished Jews travel in search... finally returning to Judaism to claim what was always their own.

The Prince Who Thought He Was a Turkey

adapted by Gedaliah Fleer from the stories of Rebbe Nachman
There was once a prince who took ill and decided he was a turkey. Stripping off his clothes, he crouched naked under the royal table, refusing to eat anything but crumbs which had fallen to the ground. The king was greatly upset. Many doctors were called to the palace to examine the prince but none could offer a cure. 

One day a wise man came to the king and said, "Let me live in your home that I might befriend your son. Be patient and I will make him well again." Immediately the sage approached the royal table, stripped off his clothes and sat down naked next to the prince. 

"Who are you and what are you?" demanded the king's son. 

"I am your friend, a turkey like yourself," the wise man replied. "I thought you might be lonely and decided to come and live with you for a while." 

Some weeks passed. The "turkeys" grew accustomed to each other and soon became good friends. They ate crumbs, drank from tin plates and discussed the advantages of being domesticated birds rather than men. 

One night, when the royal family was having dinner, the wise man signaled to the king, whose servants brought two silk robes and cautiously placed them under the table. The sage quickly donned one of the robes and before the king's son could utter a word proudly announced, "There are some dumb turkeys who are so insecure that they believe putting on a silk robe might endanger their identity." The prince thought for a moment, nodded his head and began to clothe himself. 

Some days later the wise man once again signaled the king. Broiled beef, baked potatoes, and fresh green vegetables were brought and placed on the ground near the sage. Looking quite pleased with himself, the wise man bit into his food and exclaimed, "Absolutely delicious! It's good to be a turkey sophisticated enough to enjoy the food of men." The prince readily agreed and hungrily ate his fill. 

Eventually, the wise man called for some silverware and asked to be served from the king's good china. "After all," he explained to the prince, "why shouldn't intelligent turkeys want the best for themselves?" 

Finally, after many months the sage came and sat by the table. While eating and drinking with the royal family, he called down to the prince and said, "Come join me. The food is the same but the chairs make an appreciable difference. Besides we turkeys have a lot to offer. Why should we restrict ourselves by remaining aloof? Certainly our ideas can benefit the minds of men." 

The king's son came and sat by the table. It was only a matter of time until he was cured. 

The Chandelier

adapted by Gedaliah Fleer from the stories of Rebbe Nachman
Once there was a young man who traveled through many distant countries in search of a master craftsman from whom he could learn a trade. After a while he returned home and announced to his family that he had become an expert designer of chandeliers. "I have become so talented in my new-found trade," he explained, "that my work far surpasses even the greatest masterpieces of my teacher." Then, realizing that the family was a bit dubious about the measure of his success, he asked his father to invite the leading chandelier craftsmen in the city to view a sample of his own creation. 

The craftsmen came and carefully examined the young man's work. They all agreed that they had never before laid eyes on such a monstrosity. "It's a disgrace to our entire profession," said one, " though this particular piece right here is quite good." "It's absolutely hideous," said another, "but that particular piece over there is excellent." "It should be burned," said a third, "so that others need not suffer the experience. However," he added, "that piece there is perfection itself." 

When they had gone, the young man approached his father and said, "Now you know that I was not exaggerating at all, I am indeed the master of all master craftsman." His father looked at him in bewilderment. "What do you mean?" he exclaimed. "You heard their conversation, your chandelier is a monstrosity!" 

"I heard," replied the young man. "However, did you notice that each of the craftsman admired a particular piece of my work, but no two craftsmen admired the same piece. For when I was abroad I studied the work of each of these men. Then I decided to make a chandelier which combined all of their imperfections. Today you saw every craftsman recognize the imperfections of his associates, while pointing to his own mistake and seeing it as nearly perfect." 

Rebbe Nachman concluded this parable by stating: 

"If a man could know all the possible imperfections and shortcomings of a given thing, then he would also know the exact makeup and appearance of that same thing in its perfect state, though he had never seen it before." 

The Faith of the Ba'al Shem Tov

Once, the Ba'al Shem Tov was thinking about how great his faith in Hashem was. A heavenly voice called out, "Reb Yisroel, don't become proud. Yankel the Innkeper has more faith than you." 

The Ba'al Shem Tov decided to go to visit Yankel the Innkeper. He stayed there several weeks but there didn't seem to be anything special about Yankel. . .until one Shabbos. 

In the middle the evening meal, a local peasant came in and banged three times on the table with his stick, and then left. Reb Yankel explained that it is a sign that he must soon pay the rent; 5000 rubles and Reb Yankel admitted that he doesn't have the money, nor is he planning on borrowing any. Hashem will help, as He always has. 

The next Shabbos, the peasant returned issueing the same warning. Reb Yankel yelled at him, "Don't come back until tomorrow." The peasant yelled back, "Jew, if you don't get the money, we are going to feed you to the dogs!" 

The next day, Reb Yankel went about his business. In the morning, three businessmen came by and asked him if he could act as their agent to buy wheat for them for the Czar, and they will pay him 2000 rubles for the effort. Yankel demanded 5000 rubles. They offered 2500, then 3000, but Yankel refused. They didn't come to an agreement, and the men left. 

Around 2:00 in the same afternoon, the peasant came back. He banged on the door and screamed, "Jew, pay up!" "Get out, cried Yankel", I have until nightfall". 

A half hour before nightfall, the peasant returned. He just opened the door and walked right in. Reb Yankel is completely unperturbed. He says, "Just a minute", takes his hat and walking stick and walks out to the road. At that moment, the three wheat merchants came riding over the hill. They agreed to his price, and they all went inside and closed the deal. 

That, the Ba'al Shem Tov later remarked, is true Faith in Hashem.

The King and the Wise Man

by Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav 

Once there was a king who had a wise man. The king said to the wise man: 

"There is a certain king who designates himself 'a mighty hero,' 'a man of truth,' and 'a humble person.' As to his might, I know that he is mighty, since the sea surrounds his country, and on the sea stands a fleet of ships with cannon, and they do not let anyone approach. And inland there is a big swamp surrounding the country. Through the swamp there is only one narrow path and on the path only one man can walk at a time, and there, too, there are cannon. When someone comes to fight them, they shoot the cannon, and it is impossible to approach. But why he designates himself 'a man of truth' and 'a humble person,' this I do not know. And I want you to fetch me the portrait of that king." 

That king (who spoke to his wise man) had all the portraits of all the kings, but no portrait of the king who had designated himself (with these titles) was available because he is hidden from men, since he sits under a canopy and is far from his subjects. 

The wise man went to that country. The wise man made up his mind that he had to know the essence of the country. And how could he know the essence of the country? By the country's jokes. Because when one has to know something, one should know the jokes related to it. There are several kinds of jokes. Sometimes one really intends to harm his friend with his words, and when the friend becomes angry, he says to him: "I am joking as is written: 'As a madman casts firebrands, arrows, and death.' " (It is like one shoots arrows into his friend's heart and says, "I am joking.") And sometimes one does not intend it as a joke, even so his friend is harmed by his words. Thus there a kinds of jokes. 

Among all countries there is one country which includes all countries (in that it serves as the rule for all countries), and in that country there is one city which includes all cities of the whole country which includes all countries. In that city is a house which includes all the houses of the city which includes all the cities of the country which includes all countries. And there is a man who includes everybody from the house, etc. And there is someone there who performs all the jests and jokes of the country. 

The wise man took with him much money and went there. He saw that they were performing all kinds of jests and jokes, and he understood through the jokes that the country was full of lies from beginning to end because he saw how they were making fun, how they deceived and misled people in commerce, and how, when he turned for justice to the magistrate, everyone there lied and accepted bribery. He went to the higher court, and there, too, everything was a lie and in jest they faked all those things. 

The wise man understood through that laughter that the whole country was full of lies and deceit, and there was no truth in it. He went and traded in the country and he let himself be cheated in commerce. He went to trial in court and he saw that they were all full of lies and bribery. On this day he bribed them, and on the next they did not recognize him. He went to the higher court, and there, too, everything was a lie, until he reached the senate and they, too, were full of lies and bribery. Finally he came to the king himself. 

When he came to the king he stated: "Over whom are you king? For the country is full of lies, all of it, from beginning to end, and there is no truth in it!" 

He started telling all the lies of the country. The king bent his ears toward the curtain to hear his words, because he was amazed that there was a man who knew all the lies of the country. The ministers of the kingdom who heard his words were very angry with him but he continued to tell about all the lies of the country. 

That wise man concluded: "And one could say that the king, too, is like them, that he loves deceit like the country. But from this I see how you are 'a man of truth.' You are far from them, since you cannot stand the lies of the country." 

He started praising the king very much. The king was very humble, and his greatness lay in his humility. And this is the way of the humble person: The more one praises and exalts him, the smaller and humbler he becomes. Because of the greatness of the praise with which the wise man praised and exalted the king, the king became very humble and small, till he became nothing at all. And the king could not restrain himself, but cast away the curtain, to see the wise man: "Who is it who knows and understands all this?" And his face was revealed. The wise man saw him and painted his portrait and he brought it to the king. 

Backup reading:

The Hasidic movement started in the 1700's (CE) in Eastern Europe in response to a void felt by many average observant Jews of the day. The founder of Hasidism, Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov (referred to as the "Besht," an acronym of his name) was a great scholar and mystic, devoted to both the revealed, outer aspect, and hidden, inner aspect of Torah. He and his followers, without veering from a commitment to Torah, created a way of Jewish life that emphasized the ability of all Jews to grow closer to Go​d via everything that we do, say, and think. In contrast to the somewhat intellectual style of the mainstream Jewish leaders of his day and their emphasis on the primacy of Torah study, the Besht emphasized a constant focus on attachment to Go​d and Torah no matter what one is involved with.

Early on, a schism developed between the Hasidic and non​Hasidic (i.e., Misnagdim, lit. "opponents") Jewish movements, primarily over real or imagined issues of halachic observance. The opposition was based on concern that the Hasidim were neglecting the laws regarding appropriate times for prayer, and perhaps concern about the exuberance of Hasidic worship, or a concern that it might be an offshoot of false messiahs Shabbtai Zvi or Jacob Frank. Within a generation or two, the rift was closed. Since then, many Hasidic practices have influenced the Misnagdim, while the Misnagdim, in turn, moderated some of the extremes of early Hasidism. Nevertheless, the dispute between particular groups of Hasidim and Misnagdim continues to this day, especially in Israel. 

Today, Hasidim are differentiated from other Orthodox Jews by their devotion to a dynastic leader (referred to as a "Rebbe"), their wearing of distinctive clothing and a greater than average study of the inner aspects of Torah.

There are perhaps a dozen major Hasidic movements today, the largest of which (with perhaps 100,000 followers) is the Lubavitch group headquartered in Brooklyn, NY. Other groups include the Bobov, Bostoner, Belzer, Gerer, Satmar, Vizhnitz, Breslov, Puppa, Bianer, Munkacz, and Rimnitz. In Israel, the major Hasidic groups besides the Lubavitch include: Gor (Gerer), Viznitz and Bealz (Belzer). 
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