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Shabbat Tetzaveh

Shabbat Zakhor
10 Adar 5766
 March 10-11, 2006

Annual: Exodus 27:20 – 30:10

Triennial Cycle: Exodus 28:31 – 29:18

Second Sefer Torah: Deuteronomy 28:9-15

Haftarah: I Samuel 15:2-34

PURIM begins Monday night, March 13th.

Click here for more information.

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: (From Sidrah Reflections: A Guide to Sidrot and Haftarot, by Rabbi Ronald H. Isaacs)

1. The portion continues the description of the tabernacle begun in the preceding portion. It includes commandments to create a ner tamid (eternal lamp) above the sanctuary ark.

1. Aaron and his sons are appointed priests to manage the sacrifices offered in the sanctuary.

1. A description of the priestly clothing..

1. Aaron's ceremony of ordination as a priest, along with instructions for the slaughtering of offerings.

1. The portion concludes with directions for building an altar for burning incense before the ark.

Key Concepts and Values

1. Ner Tamid: eternal light. Many commentators believe that the origin of the eternal light found in every synagogue is in the opening lines of the Torah portion: "You shall command the Israelites to bring you pure olive oil beaten for the light, to cause a lamp to burn continually" (Ex. 27:20). The sages saw the light that burned perpetually in the tabernacle as a symbol of Israel, which was to be a "light unto the nations" (Isaiah 42:7). Today the ner tamid continues to hang in synagogues before the holy ark, symbolizing the permanence of the Torah and the radiance of the Jewish faith, which like the ner tamid is eternal. 

1. Priestly dress of Aaron and his sons. According to our Torah portion, the priests were to dress in uniquely designed and decorated clothing. Aaron himself is commanded to wear eight different garments: the ephod, breastplate of judgment, Urim and Thummim, blue robe, fringed tunic, embroidered sash, linen headdress, and gold plate over the headdress. Since the priests were set apart from the rest of the Israelites by special duties, it seems logical that their clothing should call attention to their unique work and holy role. Throughout human history, uniforms have been used to signify status or special skills.

In an earlier portion God designated the Jewish people as a kingdom of priests. Therefore all Jews must look upon themselves as priests in the House of God. They should always be fittingly attired, both in order to symbolize this special role and to present themselves as being fashioned in God's image.

Notable Mitzvot

1. Kindling the menorah. The priests were obligated to tend to the lights of the seven-branched menorah every morning and evening. One of the purposes of the menorah was to symbolize the radiance that enters the life of those who commit themselves to God and the Torah. Still found in many synagogues today, the menorah enhances the beauty of God's sanctuary.

1. Ktoret: incense. Incense was used in the ancient tabernacle (Exodus 30:1). The fragrant smoke of burning incense at dawn and sunset was a natural symbol of prayer ascending to heaven. The Book of Psalms says: "Let my prayer be set forth as incense before You" (Psalms 141:2). The sages point out that each of the consonants of the Hebrew word for "incense" (ktoret) is the initial of a quality associated with sincere prayer:

ק (kuf) Kedushah  holiness
ט (tet) Taharah  purity
ר (resh) Rachamim  compassion
ת (tav) Tikvah   hope


The reading from the Second Scroll talks about the commandment to annihilate the nation of Amalek.  We read it on the Shabbat before Purim, because we believe that Haman was a descendant of the Amalekites.
II. Commentary: This insightful commentary was written by was written by Rabbi Rachel Cowan, the Executive Director of the Institute for Jewish Spirituality, a leadership development program for rabbis, cantors, educators and lay people (www.ijs-online.org).  It was published and disseminated by the American Jewish World Service.

God tells Moses: "You shall further instruct the Israelites to bring you clear oil of beaten olives for lighting, for kindling lamps regularly. Aaron and his sons shall set them up in the Tent of Meeting, outside the curtain which is over [the Ark of] the Pact, [to burn] from evening to morning before the Lord. It shall be a due from the Israelites for all time, throughout the ages."  (Exodus 27: 20-21)

He might have told them: "The oil you bring this day may seem like nothing special to you. It comes from the olives that you take for granted. You have grown and picked them, beaten them to render the oil clear and pure, as you have always done. But this simple oil -- when you all contribute -- is capable of lighting the Tent of Meeting! And furthermore, this oil today kindles the light in our Mishkan that will become a ner tamid. Without your oil there can be no light to inspire our people today and bind them to future generations for thousands of years ahead. That which is most common to you is the resource with which we build the community, inspire the mission and develop the strength to build a future for our people. One day we will build a Temple, it will be destroyed but God will not abandon us. WE will create study halls and synagogues. And in every synagogue a ner tamid will hang over the aron where the Torah scrolls will be kept, a sign of the covenant I will make with you. Your descendants for thousands of years will remember you, and will remember to fuel the light."

As with the building of the structure and exterior of the Mishkan, the Israelite people were invited to contribute from what they had at hand -- the materials they knew how to work with. They were inspired by Moses to transform them into objects of beauty and utility. {How they had access to olive trees in the desert is a question relevant to understanding the chronology of the writing and editing of the Torah, but not to finding meaning here.} For our purposes, Moses organized them to use local resources to generate social and spiritual capital for their community and a future for their children's children. The Israelites took what had been given them by God, refined it with their own labor, and returned it to God through the medium of community -- transcending their own individual lives to become infinitely more powerful.

The wisdom revealed in this opening paragraph of the parshah is the fundamental premise of community organizing and sustainable development. When people are organized to work collectively, in community, with the resources that are closest at hand, they can learn how to make something valuable and gain power to control their lives. These may be the simple items that -- when withheld -- represent their economic power -- as in the bus fare of the Montgomery citizens boycotting the buses, or the salt made by the followers of Gandhi to replace the salt they refused to buy from colonialist England, or the tea thrown into Boston Harbor by the American revolutionaries. Or they may be local agricultural or artisanal products that can generate income, improve the diet and income of families and create the confidence and collective power that can move political change. Or they may be the local natural resources -- like the olive oil -- such as petroleum, medicinal plants, waterfalls -- that can be controlled by local rather than foreign interests and provide the basis for self-sustaining economies. 

God is giving the people a strategy to turn what they have into what they need. The work of AJWS echoes this strategy as it supports grassroots leaders to build communities that mobilize their collective wisdom and resources to solve the challenges facing them. 

The work of AJWS also strengthens our Jewish lives, as it leads us to broaden the framework for thinking about Jewish meaning in our world today. Learning about the lives, the stories and the challenges of communities in the developing world through the lens of Torah, we are inspired to act. The Israelites wandering in the desert, building their sacred space, became a community in a dynamic relationship with God. And we, as their descendants, also in an evolving and dynamic relationship with God, receive their gift of light. The text tells us that we too, today, are commanded to bring new oil for the eternal light. We must ask, what is the oil that God has given us? How do we refine it? How do we return it to God? We will only find out by building communities that enable us to transcend our individual selves and inspire and enable us to pursue justice, freedom and shalom? 

 

III.  African Torah Study: I thoroughly enjoyed the time I spent recently with my brothers and sisters of the Jewish community in Nigeria.  It was a thrill to teach Torah in Kubwa, outside of Abuja, and in my brother and friend Elam Ben Moshe David’s compound outside of Okigwe.  I want to share with you a few of the things we talked about there.

One of the brothers asked a question.  He said that it had been his experience that a group of elders or community members would discuss a matter of policy and practice and reach a consensus, only to learn that the head of the community decided to reverse that decision, claiming that he had had a divine revelation.  The brother asked me about this experience and if Judaism had anything to say on this matteRabbi

I responded by teaching two Talmudic passages.  The first is from the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Bava Metziah (59a-b):

We have been taught: Say a man made an oven out of separate coils [of clay, placing one upon another], then put sand between each of the coils--such an oven, Rabbi Eliezer declared, is not susceptible to defilement (tu’m’ah), while the sages declared it susceptible. The oven discussed was the oven of Akhnai--"snake" [so called because it precipitated arguments as numerous as the coils of a snake].

It is taught: On that day Rabbi Eliezer brought forward every imaginable argument, but the sages did not accept any of them. Finally he said to them, "If the halakhah agrees with me, let this carob tree prove it!" Sure enough, the carob tree was uprooted [and replanted] a hundred cubits away from its place. "No proof can be brought from a carob tree," they retorted.

Again he said to them, "If the halakhah agrees with me, let the channel of water prove it!" Sure enough, the channel of water flowed backward. "No proof can be brought from a channel of water," they rejoined.

Again he urged, "If the halakhah agrees with me, let the walls of the house of study prove it!" Sure enough, the walls tilted as if to fall. But Rabbi Joshua rebuked the walls, saying, "When disciples of the wise are engaged in a halakhic dispute, what right have you to interfere?" Hence, in deference to Rabbi Joshua they did not fall, and in deference to Rabbi Eliezer they did not resume their upright position; they are still standing aslant.

Again Rabbi Eliezer said to the sages, "If the halakhah agrees with me, let it be proved from heaven!" Sure enough, a divine voice cried out, "Why do you dispute Rabbi Eliezer, with whom the halakhah always agrees?" But Rabbi Joshua stood up and protested, "It [the Torah] is not in heaven" (Deut. 30:12). We pay no attention to a divine voice, because long ago, at Mount Sinai, You wrote in the Torah, "After the majority must one incline" (Exod. 23:2). 

Rabbi Nathan met [the prophet] Elijah and asked him, "What did the Holy One do in that moment?" Elijah: "He laughed [with joy], saying, 'My sons have defeated Me, My sons have defeated Me.'"

From this passage we learn the democratic principle of Judaism.  Differences of opinion are discussed and debated; a vote is taken; and the outcome is determined by counting the votes.  We follow the majority.

In his book, Unsettled: An Anthropology of the Jews, author Melvin Konner writes as follows:

The message [of this passage] is threefold.  First, it is fine to argue with God, as Abraham, Jacob and Moses did; God expects it.  Second, the Law is process not fact.  It emerges at the living edge of experience.  Third, the Torah was given to humanity at Sinai.  After that, forevermore, it belongs to human beings.  It contains within itself all we need, provided we understand it.  And our minds are granted the power to do just that.  The Torah itself says, “It is not in heaven,” and “After the majority…” God’s word enters the mouths of the sages, and when they vote, that is the Law.

Divine authority may not be invoked to overturn the decision of the majority, even when that divine authority is revealed publicly, to the entire group assembled, and not just to one individual, who claims that he had a personal divine revelation.  However, there is an instance recorded in the Talmud when divine authority cast the deciding vote, to break a deadlock.

Rabbi Abba said in the name of Samuel: For three years there was a dispute between the school of Shammai and the school of Hillel, the ones asserting, "The law is according to our views," and the others asserting, "The law is according to our views." Then a divine voice went forth and said, "The utterances of the one and those of the other are both the words of the living God, but the law is according to the school of Hillel."

Since both are the words of the living God, what entitled the school of Hillel to have the law fixed according to their rulings? Because they were kindly and humble; they taught their own rulings as well as those of the school of Shammai. And even more, they taught the rulings of the school of Shammai before their own.  This should teach you that he who humbles himself is exalted by the Holy One, and he who exalts himself is humbled by the Holy One. 

Note that it is possible to have two divergent views, both of which reflect the intent and will of the Divine Lawgiver.  However, a decision does have to be taken in order that the community may act in a unified manner.  If the community is unable to decide for itself, we can take into account divine authority – however, only when the divine word is heard by all, not as something reported by one individual.


♥  ♥  ♥

Purim is coming.  To learn more about it, go to http://myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Purim.htm.  There you should be able to find everything you need to know about Purim and how it is celebrated.  I have sent you as well a wonderful D’var Torah by my friend and colleague, Dr. David Golinkin of Jerusalem.

I am well aware that my website needs serious updating.  Please bear with me.  Please know that I plan on continuing to send you Shalom Africa, with the hope that it will be published more regularly after Pesach.

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

Resources:

(1) A luach (Hebrew calendar) for April will be forthcoming.  In the meantime you can calculate candelighting times by going to http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ComputeCandlelighting.htm.

To help you calculate times in your area, please note the following coordinates for several of our locales:

Nairobi 

1S 36E  GMT+3

Abuja 


9N 7E   GMT+1

Lagos


6N 3E   GMT+1

Port Harcourt

5N 6E   GMT+1

Uyo


5N 7E   GMT+1

Mbale


1N 34E GMT+3

(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm






