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Annual: Deuteronomy 26:1 - 29:8

Triennial: Deuteronomy 26:12 – 28:6

Haftarah: Isaiah 60:1–22


This Week’s Torah Reading

As I mentioned in Shalom Africa 3:1, I will no longer summarize the weekly parashah.  Those who want to read it in its entirety may register to receive the weekly parashah by email from my alma mater, the Jewish Theological Seminary.  Those of you who have been photocopying Shalom Africa for dissemination throughout your communities can similarly photocopy the weekly parashah that will be sent to you by email from JTS.

To subscribe to receive the weekly parashah, register at http://learn.jtsa.edu/.  In the middle of the page you will see Click here to sign up for free membership.  That link will take you to the registration page.  After registering, you will be taken to a page on which you will see JTS is pleased to offer a variety of emails to educate and inform our community. Please click the check boxes below to subscribe to the emails you are interested in.  Click the box in front of Parashah Text to begin your subscription to this weekly service.
I. Intimate Relations

This week I received a phone call from one of our brothers in Abuja.  We talked about many things.  He asked me something that surprised me: “Is it permissible for a husband and wife to have sexual relations on Shabbat?”

Why did it surprise me?  Because I assumed that every Jew knows that Shabbat is the ideal time for couples to express their physical affection for each other.  As teenagers, before any of us had any experience in this matter, we would tease our girlfriends, “Don’t you know that it is a ‘double mitzvah’ on Shabbat?”  That is, the physical act not only enhances and strengthens the relationship between husband and wife; it also adds to the sanctity and enjoyment of Shabbat.

This question only underscores the problem of becoming Jewish in “isolation.”  Many of us learned about Judaism simply by being immersed in Jewish society, by being socialized in the norms and values of Judaism that are passed from one generation to another.  Those who are first-generation Jews – who learn their Judaism through books or via the Internet – have a hard time grasping what is authentically Jewish.   Very often their understanding of Judaism is based on the religion of the Bible, which is not the same as Judaism, and very often their perspective on Judaism is colored by the religion in which they were reared – and Christianity, although derived from Judaism, is very different in its outlook and values, especially in the area of physical relationships.

Please understand: I am not putting down our brother for not knowing that not only does Judaism allow couples to enjoy each other’s physical company on Shabbat but actually encourages such intimate relations to take place on Shabbat, on a day free from other distractions and demands.  Rather, it is rather enlightening to me to understand his question, because it highlights one of the areas that I need to teach about.

So let’s begin.  In the Jewish tradition, celibacy was never considered the ideal.  “Lo tov he-yot ha-adam l’vado” – “It is not good for a man to be alone.”   This is not a judgment but an expression of concern for our well-being.  It is not in our best interest to live without a mate.  “Lo ish b’lo isha v’lo isha b’lo ish v’lo sh’nehem b’lo ha-Elohim” – “No man should live without a woman; no woman should live without a man; and neither should live without God.”  The physical must be complimented by the spiritual – and vice versa.

In Judaism, marriage is a mitzvah.  Beyond that, we can say that it has three purposes: companionship, procreation and the proper expression of one’s sexual urges.  With regard to the last factor, Judaism is realistic.  It believes that all humans are sexual beings; that repression of our sexual urges is neither desirable nor possible without untoward consequences; that either we express ourselves sexually in sanctified, committed relationships or we will express ourselves in ways that are inappropriate and that will compromise the holiness in which we try to live our lives.

As for the former two factors, what happens when they clash.  For example, the law tells us that when a man and woman live together for ten years and have not fulfilled the mitzvah of procreation, they are to divorce, so that the mitzvah can be fulfilled.  How is that law observed? Is procreation the sole or primary purpose of marriage that it is more important than marital happiness?

Listen to a tale from the Midrash: “A couple had been married for more than ten years without being blessed with offspring.  Since the duty of procreation had yet to be fulfilled, they agree to part.  The Rabbi sought but failed to dissuade them, so bade them celebrate their separation, like their union, with a feast.  During the merriment, the husband asked his wife to take with her her most desired object from his home, as a token of his continuing love.  When the husband awoke from his inebriated state, he found himself in her father’s house.  He was, she said, the most precious treasure to her anywhere.  They lived together ‘happily ever after.’”  (Cited in David Feldman’s Birth Control in Jewish Law.)

Marriage is not merely for the purpose of procreation nor are marital relations themselves.  They are part of the enjoyment of life; they add to the sanctity of Shabbat.  A person who asks about whether such relations are permitted on Shabbat must come from a background that teaches that sexual relations are defiling or, at best, sordid compromises with our animal nature – and that they therefore would defile Shabbat.  Nothing is further from the truth.
II.  “The Double-Edged Sword of Debt”

Another American Jewish World Service D’var Torah written by rabbinical student, Brent Chaim Spodek.  

The Torah is not shy about outlining the blessings which will accrue to those who follow the law, and neither is it reluctant to list all of the consequences which will befall those who transgress.

In Parshat Ki Tavo, the Torah teaches that if the Israelites simply obey God's law, then their children will be healthy, their breadbasket will overflow and their enemies will flee from them. But if they are wicked and transgress, then the opposite will be true - their children will be enslaved, they will be reduced to cannibalism and their enemies will overrun them.

And yet amidst these seemingly simplistic visions of feast and famine, there is one promise which is somewhat more complex. The Torah promises that if the Israelites behave as they should, they will be a creditor to many and a debtor to none, but if they transgress, then they will be indebted to a stranger.

On the face of it, this admonition makes good sense - indebtedness would have been a debilitating liability for an emerging nation like B'nai Yisrael. Today, the world's 29 poorest nations collectively owe more than $59 billion to world financial institutions. Their interest payments siphon critical financial resources away from important investments in health, education, and infrastructure.

Indeed, for the residents of the Global South, who suffer from excruciatingly high levels of poverty, illiteracy, and premature death, debt is often the most monstrous of afflictions. Their countries carry debt burdens which can never be repaid. Between 1970 and 2002, world financial institutions loaned African countries approximately $540 billion in loans. Because of rising interest rates, those countries have paid back more than $550 billion, but still owe more than $295 billion today. Collectively, they spend more than five times as much on debt service as they do on health care.  Not only that, but for many of these countries, the original loans were made to illegitimate governments whose corrupt leaders embezzled huge sums and failed to invest the loans in their counties' economic development.

But while the problems of debt can be overwhelming, there are times when debt is actually the best, if not the only way to advance. Few Americans could go to college, buy a house or start a business if they weren't able to borrow money when they needed it. In fact, Reish Laquish, one of the rabbinic giants of the Talmud, taught that giving a loan is greater than giving charity, and loaning money so that an impoverished person can create a business is even greater still.

Within the lived history of the Jewish people, there is a proud tradition of interest-free loans provided to the indigent. From the beginning of the 20th Century in America, Jewish immigrants engaged in micro lending through the Hebrew Free Loan Societies which provided interest-free loans to Eastern European Jewish immigrants enabling them to start small businesses - petty retail stores, small workshops or peddlers' pushcarts and wagons. At their peak, more than 500 Jewish free loan societies operated throughout the United States. In 1920 alone, the New York Hebrew Free Loan Society distributed more than $1 million in loans to Jewish-owned small businesses.

Similarly, even though many developing nations are struggling today under debt owed to faraway banks, small-scale debt, of the type which the Hebrew Free Loan Societies offered (and still offer) in America, is one of the most promising avenues out of poverty for many citizens of the developing world.

Since 1976, the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh has been offering microcredit loans to small groups of extremely poor women who monitor each other at weekly meetings to ensure repayment. As loans are repaid, people are allowed to borrow more, enabling borrowers to begin small-scale businesses.

As of today, the Grameen Bank has loaned out more than $5 billion to nearly 6 million borrowers, nearly all of whom are women. It has been a model of responsible debt which has been replicated around the world to great success.

In the mind of the Torah, and in our age as well, debt is indeed a curse when it is owed to faraway creditors - strangers who are unconcerned with the circumstances of the borrowers and see them merely as pathways to profit. But not all loans are predatory, and not all lenders see borrowers as means to an end. For Reish Laquish, the clients of the Hebrew Free Loan Societies, and the clients of the Grameen Bank, loans which give the weakest members of society the opportunity to help themselves can be the most tremendous resources there are.

♥  ♥  ♥

As I mentioned last week, to our brother, Prince Oliver Chukwu (Elder Elam Ben Moshe David), has been working tirelessly to secure the release of the container.  He has made tremendous progress, and before long our brothers and sisters throughout Nigeria will be enjoying the fruits of his labors.  I hope that his detractors will have the decency to apologize for the way they have maligned him.

There are, as many know, computers in that container.  They are designed to be used to set up Internet cafes – the locations will be determined by Shmuel Okuma of Warri, in consultation with me – to provide easier access to the wealth of Jewish knowledge that can be found on the World Wide Web.  However, it will be costly to set up these cafes.  One potential source of funding is the network of microcredit organizations to be found throughout Africa.  That is why I shared with you Brent Spodek’s D’var Torah.

Please remember to visit http://rabbihowardgorin.org/Home.html.  Click on the “Shalom Africa” link, go to the Luah – and you will find calendars for September and October, when all the holidays occur. 

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.

                               

 Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD









