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 Shabbat Naso 
14 Sivan 5766
June 9-10, 2006

Annual: Numbers 4:21 - 7:89

Triennial: Numbers 5:11 – 6:27

Haftarah: Judges 13:2-25


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary
This week’s parashah picks up where Parashat Bemidbar ended, with the census of the Levites.  It continues with several laws related to the purification of the Israelite camp: the removal of impure persons (5:1-4); the asham (expiation) offering for false oaths (5-8); the ordeal of a woman suspected of adultery (15-31); and the law of the nazirite (6:1-21).  The common element of all these laws is the prominent role of the priest, so it is no surprise that the Priestly Blessing (birkat kohanim) concludes this section (22-27).  Chapter 7 lists the gifts that the chieftains of all the tribes brought to the completed and consecrated Tabernacle. 

II.  Commentary: Birkat Kohanim, the Priestly Blessing (Numbers 6:22-27)
A.  May HaShem bless you and protect you.

May HaShem deal kindly and graciously with you.
May HaShem bestow favor upon you and grant you peace.

Three simple phrases – 3,5 and 7 words each, in the Hebrew – yet so full of meaning.

The simplest level of understanding: 

Bless In the Bible, God’s blessing confers mainly tangible gifts: offspring, cattle and flocks, silver and gold, land, fertility, health, victory, strength and peace.

Protect That is, from harmful spirits and from all forms of evil.

On a deeper level of understanding: 

May “HaShem bless you” with material wealth “and protect you” from losing the wealth, for material blessings are vulnerable to loss. (Midrash). Or “may HaShem protect you” from being corrupted by the attainment of material blessing” (Midrash).  “May HaShem bless you according to your needs – blessing the student with intelligence, the merchant with business acumen”  (Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin).  Sforno notes that Jews need not be embarrassed to pray for material wealth, which can make a life of charity and study more attainable. (Commentary of Etz Hayim, to Numbers 6:24)

It should be noted in this regard that many things that are considered undesirable or unholy by other religious traditions are morally neutral in Judaism.   Alcohol is prohibited in Islam.  The Jewish view of alcohol depends on how it is used.   Wine is used as part of kiddush, the sanctification of Shabbat, even though one of the Torah’s heroes planted a vine and lowered himself by becoming drunk (Genesis 9:20-27).  Celibacy is the desired, holier state in certain religions; sexual relations are reserved for procreation.  Judaism teaches that sexual relations between consecrated partners enhances rather than detracts from the sanctity of Shabbat.  Some religions demand that their religious leaders take vows of poverty.  Judaism includes prayers for material prosperity, with the caveat that wealth should be used to alleviate the suffering of others and allow us to fulfill our religious obligations with worry about their cost.  So, for example, in the prayer recited on the Shabbat immediately prior to Rosh Chodesh (the beginning of a new month) we ask that God grant us

a long life, a peaceful life, a life filled with goodness, a life filled with blessing, a life of sustenance and physical vitality, a life lived with piety (yirat shamayim, fear of heaven) and purity (yirat chet, fear of sin), a life free of shame and reproach, a life of abundance (wealth) and honor, a life embracing piety and love of Torah, a life in which our heart’s desire for goodness will be fulfilled.

Why mention “piety” twice?  The second mention comes immediately after we ask for material wherewithal and honor.  We need piety to make sure that we use those particular blessings – wealth and personal stature – properly.

“The normative view of Judaism is that nothing created by God, including wine, sex and wealth, is intrinsically evil.  All can be sanctified if used properly.”  (Etz Hayim)

B.  An instructive D’var Torah by Rabbi Matthew Berkowitz, Senior Rabbinic Fellow at the Jewish Theological Seminary.  It is this week’s JTS “Taste of Torah” Commentary.

At the heart of Parashat Naso stands the text of the priestly blessing… The text of this benediction is known as birkat kohanim, the blessing of the priests. It is best known in the context of the priestly service called dukhenen. As Philip Birnbaum describes it, "those of priestly descent remove their shoes, wash their hands, and ascend the platform in front of the ark. Then they face the congregation and, with fingers stretched in a symbolic arrangement underneath the tallith covering their face, they repeat the priestly blessing word for word after the hazzan" (Birnbaum, A Book of Jewish Concepts, 113). While the widespread Israeli synagogue tradition is to regularly dukhen during the reader's repetition each day, the Diaspora practice tends to limit dukhening to the Musaf service during High Holidays and festivals. And quite often, this much anticipated tradition is entirely omitted in many Conservative congregations out of a sense of the doubtful nature of many individuals' priestly lineage, the perceived demand of egalitarianism, and a sense that many kohanim (as many laypeople) are not moral and ethical role models worthy of serving as the instruments of blessing. The content and the context of the blessing, however, give us pause to reconsider this omission.

In a wonderfully insightful essay entitled, "The Priestly Blessing and Social Harmony," Professor Aryeh Arazi of Bar Ilan University connects the substance of the benediction to the introductory blessing that is recited by the priests. The blessing over the recitation of the blessing finds its source in Sotah 39a: "What blessing do the Priests say [before they offer God's blessing]? Rabbi Zeira said in the name of Rav Hisda: "Blessed are you, Lord our God, Sovereign of the universe, who sanctified us with the holiness of Aaron and commanded us to bless God's people with love." 

Focusing on the closing phrase of the blessing, Arazi questions the significance of "with love." Why is love central to this blessing, and how does it shape our understanding of this ritual? Arazi turns our attention to the Be'er Heitev on the Shulkhan Arukh, Orah Hayyim 128:11, which comments, "The reason that we say ‘in love’ is because it is written in the Zohar that in a case in which a priest does not love the people or the people do not love the priest, the priest should not participate [in] the public blessing." Love and harmony must exist between the priests and the community to realize the potential for blessing; without such love, a profound silence stands between the people and their representative, making both the community and its "leader" incapable of receiving blessing.

Too often, it is such acrimony [that] divides the klei kodesh, the clergy, from their communities. And as a result, both are denied any sense of blessing. The goal of attaining love and harmony in one's community is not some "pie in the sky" messianic dream, but a worthy, realistic goal to aspire towards. Thus, the priestly blessing potentially serves a sacred function - reminding us of this worthy endeavor. Blessing derives from God, neither from priests nor other humans. If we are to be worthy of such divine blessing, then it is love and communal peace that must be cultivated.

Even as I share Rabbi Berkowitz’s words with you, I can imagine each side of a communal faction thinking that I am referring to the “other side.”  That is a shame, because I am asking the leaders of each side and their followers to examine their own deeds and motives and ask themselves what they can do to create peace and harmony within their respective communities.

II.  The Status of Women, Part II
Last week I shared with you Dr. Brenda Bacon’s essay on women and the study of Torah.  This week I would like to share with you something written by Rabbi Reuven Hammer, a Masorti (Conservative) rabbi who lives in Jerusalem.  He is an accomplished scholar, author and teacher.

The Changing Role of Women

Two women recently received rabbinic ordination - smicha – from well-known Orthodox rabbis in Israel. Although women rabbis have become commonplace in other movements, this is really quite unusual for the Orthodox scene and is another indication that things are changing regarding women’s role in Judaism in practically all circles – with the possible exception of those ultra Orthodox who as a matter of principal divorce themselves as much as possible from the world at large. Women are now serving as advocates in Batei Din and many women are serving Orthodox congregations in roles that resemble that of rabbis without the title.

 I recently had occasion to attend a Bar Mitzvah on a Shabbat morning in an Orthodox synagogue in Jerusalem and was somewhat surprised but also pleased to see that there were a number of women there wearing tallitot. There are also minyanim in Jerusalem where women play a major role in conducting the service itself. Where all these changes will lead, no one can say.

What has brought about this about?  For one thing, the revolution that has taken place in the last hundred years, and especially in the last several decades, concerning women in Western society in general has had its impact on Jews as well. With women serving as heads of state, judges, heads of corporations and so forth it seems increasingly discordant that their role in the synagogue and its life should be so inferior. The second cause is the increased Jewish education that women are receiving. Even within the ultra Orthodox community women are studying Judaism in a way that is unprecedented. And that is certainly true for the general Orthodox and religious community. Talmud, once totally off limits for women, is now taught to women in many Jewish schools.

When women like the late Nehama Leibowitz are viewed as authorities on Torah who can teach men and women alike, and when women are increasingly knowledgeable of Jewish texts and practices, there is a natural tendency for women to want a more active, if not equal and identical, place within synagogue life.

Specifically in regard to the tallit, although it is clear that it has not been the practice for women to wear them, there is a certain precedent for this in Jewish law. In the Talmud, Menahot 43a, it is recorded that “All must observe the law of tzitzit: Priests, Levites, Israelites, converts, women, and slaves.” This did not become the law since Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai (second century) ruled that women were exempt. The same source states that Rabbi Yehudah bar Ilai, a second century Tanna from Usha, insisted that women in his household attach tzitzit to their garments.

It is important to remember that there are three categories regarding mitzvot: those who are required to perform them, those who are forbidden and those who are permitted to perform a mitzvah. Just because women are not required to perform certain mitzvot does not mean that they are forbidden to do so. Sitting in the sukkah is one good example. The halakhah does not require women to “sit in the sukkah” but it permits them to do so and most women do. The tallit is the same. Although the halakhah did not adopt the position that women are required to wear a tzitzit, it did not forbid them doing so. Therefore there can really be no objection to this practice if women feel that they wish to fulfill it and that they receive religious satisfaction from being able to don this garment. After all, do they too not have to “remember all My mitzvot” - the purpose of the tzitzit? The only possible objection can be “it’s not the practice.” To my mind that is not a sufficient answer. There are many practices that should not be continued, that should on the contrary be changed. The position “anything new is forbidden by the Torah” is one that leads to a moribund religion, unable to meet the needs of the time.

There are two ways of looking at Jewish law. One is to say that everything is forbidden unless it is specifically permitted. The other is to say that everything is permitted unless it is specifically forbidden. Neither is exactly correct, since there are always things that everyone knows are forbidden by common sense and accepted morality, even if not explicitly stated. But that aside, it seems to me that there is no need to look for extra strictures. I am always amused when I recall the case of the turkey. When this bird was first discovered, there was a question as to its kashrut since it is not specifically mentioned in the Torah – neither is it specifically forbidden there. In Hungary there were those who insisted that it be written in ketubot that the wife would not serve turkey. Fortunately – for those who like turkey but not for the turkey itself – this point of view did not prevail. Nor should it on other matters as well.

♥  ♥  ♥  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









