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 Writing the Oral Torah :ספר וסיפור

 

Introduction - Rabbi Kagan 

 

I find myself continually amazed by how a tradition that is several thousand 

years old can not only be relevant today, but that its relevance only intensifies 

as time goes on and the speed of cultural change accelerates. As well as a 

timeless guide to genuine, meaningful existence, Torah also seems perfectly 

designed to address the unique problems of modernity – challenges that were 

unimaginable when the Torah was given on Har Sinai thousands of years ago.  

 

This should not be surprising. Ours is the age of technology. This technology is 

touted as the road to easier and better lives. In many ways our lives are easier. 

But few warned us of how it would simultaneously eat away and empty out our 

humanity. It is no wonder that Torah, which directs us to intensify and sanctify 

our humanity, should increasingly emerge as a lifeline and salvation in our 

increasingly troubled cultural milieu.  

 

Something as basic as children playing, something as important as truly being 

with another person, something as essential as being alone with our selves are 

all being crowded out with growing thoroughness by our smartphones with wifi.  

When will our children learn creativity? How will we develop the skills to 

negotiate relationships and truly know another person if we are never truly 

present? Where will we find spiritual depth if we cannot be alone? Torah seems 

to be the only thing powerful enough to rip our concentration away from the 
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meticulously packaged, addictive, and numbing dribble we are fed. And 

Shabbos is nothing short of an oasis!  

 

How does this relate to our Drashot Tehillah Torah journal? The diminishment 

we suffer from the modern world’s stealthy theft of the free time it creates pales 

in comparison to the potential damage we face from the advent of artificial 

intelligence. I have been concerned for years that as we approach the singularity 

of a machine that can successfully present itself as human – able to seemingly 

engage in creative and insightful conversation – that our sensitivity to discern 

the unique sanctity of צלם אלקים would blur and fade. With prophecy and 

miracles long gone, this loss would take with it our last window on the Divine. 

A truly chilling thought. 

 

But AI also faces us with a more mundane challenge. What are we to do, for 

example, when the AI built into our email program invites us to let it write our 

email, offers to summarize the response we receive, and then suggests our return 

response? We can passively look on as a lengthy email conversation unfolds 

over an issue of concern to us in which our participation is restricted to printing 

out its conclusion.  

 

This reminds me of a comedy routine from the past about a college professor 

giving a lecture as he watches the tape recorders pile up on the desk and the 

room empty of students. Finally, when there are no students left, the professor 

deftly takes his own tape recorder out of his pocket and presses the play button 

to blare out a recording of his lecture for the other tapes to record as he quietly 

leaves. That is funny, but only mildly alarming as the professor had to write and 
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record the lecture and the students will eventually need to listen to the tape – 

the ideas are still generated through human effort and digested through human 

effort, albeit in a mediated fashion. In the case of the AI email exchange our 

humanity is completely absent! In a similar vein, students all over the world 

now turn to AI to write their papers for them – nothing required of the student 

but to formulate the questions correctly to get ChatGPT to give him a worthy 

and “original” paper.  

 

This Torah journal is a gallant response to this nightmarish AI reality. Each 

student represented in this volume invested significant time and real effort to 

create these essays, as is evident from the results. She sat down, proposed a 

question, discussed it with Mrs Tannenbaum, researched it, thought about it, 

and wrote a paper. She then discussed it with Mrs Tannenbaum a few more 

times, leading to successive rewrites, a constant refining of her idea, and, after 

a light edit to smooth out the writing… voilà, a paper to be proud of. AI can 

write the paper or will be able to soon. The point is not the paper, the product. 

The point is the process and the development of self and understanding that the 

process fosters.  

 

All the Torah we have today is Oral Torah. Since the time of the Greeks we 

have not been able to read the written Torah unless it is filtered through the Oral 

Torah. So in addition to Talmud and Halacha, we have all the Midrashism, 

Aggados, and Commentaries, Musar, Philosophy, Machshavah, Chassidus, and 

Mysticism. All Torah, Written or Oral, passes through the Oral Torah. Here is 

the point: the Oral Torah only exists in the thinking of those that are learning it. 

The written books of the Oral Torah do not have the sanctity of Torah. The 
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Torah of the Oral Torah only exists in the thinking and speaking-with-

understanding of the Oral Torah. The Oral Torah can never be an object, only a 

process. AI cannot be Oral Torah. It may be able to write a Dvar Torah, but that 

will only be Torah when it is being read, digested, and understood. Torah can 

only exist in a meaningful sense in human consciousness. 

 

This only makes sense. For Torah is the medium, or structures the medium, of 

our connection to God. That is not a physical connection. It is an internal 

conscious/spiritual/intellectual/experiential connection. So the place of Torah is 

that internal space.  

 

What counts is not the written conclusion; it is the whole internal process 

through which the conclusion is reached. Torah cares about the process, not the 

product. God does not need AI. God can make or do anything He wills instantly. 

Then why creation? Why mankind? Why free choice? These just make things 

messy.  

 

God doesn't want the product. He wants the process. For through the process we 

create ourselves as individuals, vessels of connection to הקב"ה. For this reason 

we say at a siyum:  

ר כָׂ ם מְקַבְלִים שָׂ ר, וְהֵם עֲמֵלִים וְאֵינָׂ כָׂ נוּ עֲמֵלִים וּמְקַבְ לִים שָׂ נוּ עֲמֵלִים וְהֵם עֲמֵלִים: אָׂ  אָׂ

"We strive and they (the nations of the world) strive. We strive and receive 

reward. They strive and do not receive reward." The nations of the world care 

about the product. The amount of effort is irrelevant to them. Lots of effort to 

get the same result is nothing more than a waste of time, so no reward for the 

effort.  
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Torah, on the other hand, values the effort. That is what we are rewarded for. 

For only through effort which we initiate do we create self (שכר מצוה מצוה). 

And the self is God's goal in creation. For, as Ramchal teaches us at the 

beginning of Daas Tevunos, God created existence in order to give and giving 

requires a receiver in some sense distinct from Him. Creating that receiver is on 

us.  

 

The essays contained in this booklet give testimony to a set of beautiful and 

fruitful processes. From each piece we see the writer clearly growing through 

constructing her essay. It was my distinct pleasure to edit the student essays in 

this journal. I learned a lot from carefully going through each piece. I was struck 

not only by the quality of the material, but also by the variety of topics and 

unique style characterizing each essay. It is uncanny how each of these different 

styles and topics so accurately reflects the young woman who wrote each piece. 

That is the sign that the students gave themselves to the project – they were alive 

in the process, investing self and growing self. We can only hope that for each 

one of these young women her essay in this collection is only the first of many 

more to come!
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Shaul’s Fall from Grace: the Slippery Slope of Extreme Humility  

תָה  ל אָָ֑ רָאֵֵ֖ י יִשְׁ טֵֵ֥ אש שִבְׁ יךָ ר ֹ֛ עֵינֵֶ֔ ן אַתָה֙ בְׁ ל הֲל֗וֹא אִם־קָט ֹ֚ מוּאֵֵ֔ אמֶר שְׁ וָֹ֛ה וַי ֹּ֣ ה  שָחֲךָָ֧ יְׁ וַיִמְׁ

ל רָאֵֵֽ לֶךְ עַל־יִשְׁ מֵֶ֖  1לְׁ

Dina Rosenberg 

There are many stories in Tanach that are confounding, challenging us 

to decipher what is going on and what we are to learn from their inclusion in the 

text. These range from the complexities of family dynamics in sefer Bereishis 

to the delinquency of the nation leading to the second churban. One narrative 

that seems particularly difficult to understand is that of Shaul and his spiraling 

descent from admirable humility to a detrimental jealousy, paranoia, and 

arrogance. From the moment we meet Shaul he is portrayed as exceedingly 

humble and considerate to those surrounding him. But by the end of his story 

he has transformed into someone unrecognizable. The goal of this article is to 

determine what happened to bring about this change.2 

When Shaul first appears in Tanach he is introduced as extraordinarily 

thoughtful, lacking any sense of entitlement. His exemplary midot are 

highlighted as something to be admired and emulated. In the story where we are 

                                                                 
1 Shmuel 15:17. 
2 It’s important to note that although this article focuses heavily on the negatives of Shaul’s 

middah here, it does not negate the fact that he was a tzaddik, and that while some of his actions 

can be viewed through this lens, certainly not all of them should be. 
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first introduced to Shaul we see him treating his father’s servant as an equal.3 

When Shmuel tells Shaul that he has seen through nevuah4 that Shaul is to be 

appointed king Shaul is reluctant, feeling inadequate to the task. Though he 

eventually accepts that he is to become king, when the time comes for him to 

be anointed he hides, feeling unworthy.5 The humility Shaul exhibits is 

generally something very positive, but almost immediately we see it begin to 

steer Shaul in a bad direction, starting a rapid descent into behavior that would 

ultimately lead to the loss of his kingship. 

Initially, the downward slide is subtle enough that it appears innocuous, 

and even as though it may be a continuation of the positive aspects of his 

humility. As he is being anointed, he is heckled by certain members of the crowd 

who mock him, asking what he did to deserve to be their king6. This is a blatant 

display of disrespect to Shaul, to Shmuel, who declared Shaul’s appointment, 

and even to HaShem himself, whom Shmuel is representing. Despite this Shaul 

stays silent and pretends not to care in the face of this dishonor. This apparent 

humility has two sides to it. On one hand, it is a good trait to be able to relinquish 

one’s honor for the sake of peace. That being said, however, when one’s honor 

is placed on him by HaShem it is no longer under his jurisdiction to forgo the 

respect due to him as it reflects poorly on the source and basis of his honor – 

HaShem. This is even more the case for a king, who functions as HaShem’s 

direct representative.7  

                                                                 
3 Shmuel, 9:5. 
4 Shmuel, 9:21. 
5 Shmuel, 10:22, Rashi 10:22. 
6 Shmuel, 10:27. 
7 Kiddushin, 32b. 
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After this ambiguous display of character, what was once Shaul’s 

outstanding trait of humility takes a clearly problematic form as his behavior 

morphs from humble to insecure. After the battle with the Plishtim he brings his 

requisite korban without waiting for Shmuel’s arrival, as he sees his men’s 

interest waning.8 After Shmuel rebukes him for this, we don’t see Shaul 

respond. But it becomes apparent that he has not learned his lesson when, after 

conquering the Amalekites, he acquiesces to his men’s desire to save their 

plunder for korbanot; he allows Agag and some Amaleki livestock to live 

despite being explicitly told to kill every last living memory of Amalek! When 

confronted with this colossal mistake, he initially shirks responsibility, denying 

that he has done anything wrong. When Shmuel makes it irrefutably clear that 

HaShem’s command has been violated, Shaul initially lays the blame on his 

army rather than owning his responsibility for the problem as their king and 

commanding officer.9  

 

 As a result of these failures, Shaul’s kingship is revoked,10 and Shmuel 

is commanded by HaShem to anoint Dovid as Shaul’s replacement. When 

Shmuel does this, the spirit of HaShem rests on Dovid and departs from Shaul, 

being replaced with a ruach ra’ah from HaShem which torments and terrifies 

Shaul.11 This spirit’s torture causes some servants to suggest that Shaul employ 

a musician to soothe him, and Dovid is brought to play the lyre for him12. While 

                                                                 
8 Shmuel, 13:8-14. 
9 Shmuel, 15:1-23. 
10 Shmuel, 15:23. 
11 Shmuel, 16:14. There is debate among the commentaries whether this bad spirit was a 

mystical affliction or the onset of mental illness. 
12 Shmuel, 16:14-18. 
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Dovid is playing for him, Shaul’s ruach ra’ah overcomes him and he is struck 

with paranoia and tries to kill Dovid twice.13 After this, when Dovid doesn’t 

attend Shaul’s meals on Rosh Chodesh, he accuses his son Yonatan of 

conspiring with Dovid against him.14 This desperate attempt to hold onto a 

position that he initially felt he was unworthy of holding reveals how profoundly 

Shaul’s character has deteriorated from its original humility. 

 

 The question remains: how did Shaul’s humility make such a complete 

change from being what was arguably his best trait to being to his downfall? 

How did he go from protesting his appointment to disregarding the words of his 

anointer and G-d to cling to something he never thought was his? There are 

many possible answers to this question. One approach sees Shaul’s humility as 

poisoned at the root, with its problematic foundation hidden until circumstances 

brought it out. Rebbe Natan Sternhartz writes in his sefer, Likutei Tefila, that 

HaShem doesn’t want people to view themselves as lowly in the pursuit of 

serving him, labeling this practice as false humility.15 As previously mentioned, 

Shaul forgoes his honor “at the drop of a hat” and is unable to attach appropriate 

importance to his kingly actions and decisions. This is evidence of inferiority 

rather than humility. Shaul appears amazingly humble, but the undertone of his 

humility is a deep-rooted insecurity and low self-esteem that colors all of his 

thoughts and actions. 

 

                                                                 
13 Shmuel, 18:10-11. 
14 Shmuel 20:30-33. 
15 Sefer Likutei Tefila ll, 35:75. 
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 This also accounts for his difficulty with taking responsibility and 

holding himself accountable when he makes incorrect decisions. A person with 

a healthy self-image and intact self-esteem does not equate a specific failure 

with being a failed person. But Shaul, who has an unhealthy perception of his 

worth, cannot accept that he has made a mistake because it reflects on his whole 

person – he would not view himself as failing, he would see himself as a 

failure.16  

 

 It is interesting to note that it is not Shaul’s failure to kill Agag that 

results in HaShem revoking his kingship, rather it is his failure to take 

ownership of his mistake. HaShem does not make the final decision until it’s 

evident that Shaul is not going to be able to own his flaws and will therefore be 

unable to repair them. A prerequisite to healthy growth is a sense of the solidity 

of one’s base self-worth. This gives a person confidence in his ability to change, 

to face up to failures and recover, and discovery that he is still present. In the 

absence of self-esteem a person cannot belief in the possibility of change and 

improvement, sapping any desire to even try. Shaul’s actions can be explained 

by viewing them through this lens. 

 

  We can contrast Shaul to Moshe Rabbeinu, who had a similar struggle 

with a completely different outcome. Both are known for their outstanding 

humility, however Shaul allowed the strength of his insecurity to consume him 

and warp the good that was there, whereas Moshe overcame the potential 

negative aspects of the middah and only grew from his humility.  

                                                                 
16 Rav Elyakim Krumbein, “Anava”, Eitzion.org https://etzion.org.il/en/philosophy/issues-

jewish-thought/issues-mussar-and-faith/anava-humility-2. 

http://eitzion.org/
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 When Moshe was first told that he was to be HaShem’s shaliach and 

redeem Bnei Yisrael from Egypt, like Shaul he reacted with discomfort, 

disbelief, and a strong feeling of unworthiness, repeatedly attempting to avoid 

the assignment.17 Eventually he had to make peace with the idea that HaShem 

decided he was worthy and, regardless of how Moshe felt, he had to do as 

HaShem commanded. The only thing that protected Moshe from the kind of 

failure experienced by Shaul was his acceptance that if HaShem deemed him 

worthy he must, on some level, be worthy even though he didn’t know why. 

 

Moshe’s doubts about his worthiness to lead the Jews resurfaced 

throughout his life, even after his initial acceptance of his mission. For example, 

both when Bnei Yisrael ignored Moshe’s claim that HaShem would take them 

out of Mitzrayim18 and when they complained about the maan in the midbar19 

Moshe explicitly doubted his ability to lead. Moshe’s true humility was in his 

recognition that he didn’t have to understand his worthiness to be worthy. We 

can almost see the moment he stops resisting his role when Aharon and Miriam 

criticize him for separating from his wife. In contrast to previous instances when 

people complained about him, he doesn’t bring these complaints to HaShem as 

evidence of his inadequacy as he did before, and indeed it is at this point in his 

development that he is referred to as the most humble man.20 This is the correct 

manifestation of the middah of modesty, rather than the undertones of insecurity 

in Shaul’s mindset – that if he doesn’t see his worthiness, it must not be there. 

                                                                 
17 Shemos, 3:11; Shemos 3:13; Shemos, 4:1; Shemos, 4:10; Shemos, 4:13. 
18 Shemos, 6:12. 
19 Bamidbar, 11:14-15. 
20 Bamidbar, 12:3. 
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Shaul, for all of his flaws, was an incredible tzaddik 21 so we must 

understand that if even he fell prey to this challenge and yetzer harah of low 

self-esteem disguising itself as humility, how much more so do we need to take 

stock of our thoughts and behaviors to safeguard ourselves from this error. We 

need to understand that although it is on an undeniably smaller scale than being 

leaders of the nation, HaShem did deem us worthy, at the very least, of being 

here on this earth and being a part of His representing nation. As such, we have 

a responsibility to recognize our worth, and consequently, our impact on our 

world. Regardless of feelings of inadequacy we all sometimes feel, we have to 

remember that HaShem decides who is worthy and who is not. And to presume 

that He is mistaken on this point with regard to any one of us individually is not 

humility, but low self-esteem. 

 

 

                                                                 
21Shmuel II, 21:6. 



Page 16 
 

Walking with a Father, Standing Before a King 

Rut Mavashev 

 

 

In the last משׁנה in רבי עקיבא ,מסכת יומא states: “Fortunate are you, O’ 

Israel – for before whom are you purified and who purifies you? Your Father in 

Heaven. As it is written, ‘I will sprinkle upon you pure waters’ – so too, the 

Holy One Blessed be He, purifies you.”1 

 must have for being gifted בּני ישׂראל describes the gratitude רבי עקיבא

with the ability to achieve a full תשׁובה and purification of their sins. Rav Chaim 

Tzvi Hollander of the Telshe Yeshiva (Cleveland) quotes Rav Aharon Kotler 

asking why the משׁנה describes us as fortunate that Hashem cleanses us of our 

sins. Shouldn't we rather feel ashamed that the King needs to lower himself to 

clean us off due to our dirtiness and failures?2  

Rav Kotler answered that while G-d is our King and the King of the 

world, He is also our Father. Although Hashem is King, רבי עקיבא in the משנה 

specifically refers to HaShem as our Father. Rather than envisioning a monarch 

dealing with his servant entering the royal palace in a defiled state, compelling 

                                                                 
ם לַמָּ  1 דָּ טְהָּרוּ״. עבֲֵירוֹת שֶׁבֵּין אָּ פְניֵ ה׳ תִּ ל חַטֹּאתֵיכֶם לִּ כֹּ זָּר בֶּן עזֲרְַיָּה: ״מִּ י אֶלְעָּ רַשׁ רַבִּּ ים  –קוֹם יומא:ח:ט: דָּ פּוּרִּ יוֹם הַכִּ

ם לַחֲבֵירוֹ  דָּ אֵל!  –מְכַפֵּר. עבֲֵירוֹת שֶׁבֵּין אָּ שְׂרָּ א: אַשְׁרֵיכֶם יִּ יבָּ י עֲקִּ מַר רַבִּּ ים מְכַפֵּר עַד שֶׁיְרַצֶה אֶת חֲבֵירוֹ. אָּ פּוּרִּ אֵין יוֹם הַכִּ

ם מַיִּ יכֶם שֶׁבַּשָּ י מְטַהֵר אֶתְכֶם? אֲבִּ ין, מִּ טַהֲרִּ י אַתֶם מִּ פְניֵ מִּ ים וּטְהַרְתֶם״, וְאוֹמֵר: לִּ ם טְהוֹרִּ י עלֲֵיכֶם מַיִּ , שֶׁנֶאֱמַר: ״וְזָּרַקְתִּ
ים  קְוֶה מְטַהֵר אֶת הַטְמֵאִּ ה מִּ אֵל )ה׳(״, מָּ שְׂרָּ קְוֵה יִּ אֵל. –״מִּ שְׂרָּ דוֹשׁ בָּּרוּךְ הוּא מְטַהֵר אֶת יִּ  אַף הַקָּ

Similarly, Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya taught that point from the verse: “From all your sins you 

shall be cleansed before the Lord” (Leviticus 16:30). For transgressions between a person and 

God, Yom Kippur atones; however, for transgressions between a person and another, Yom 

Kippur does not atone until he appeases the other person. In conclusion, Rabbi Akiva said: How 
fortunate are you, Israel; before Whom are you purified, and Who purifies you? It is your Father 

in Heaven, as it is stated: “And I will sprinkle purifying water upon you, and you shall be 

purified” (Ezekiel 36:25). And it says: “The ritual bath of Israel is God” (Jeremiah 17:13). Just 

as a ritual bath purifies the impure, so too, the Holy One, Blessed be He, purifies Israel. 
2 https://torah.org/torah-portion/ravfrand-5783-acharei-mos/  

https://torah.org/torah-portion/ravfrand-5783-acharei-mos/
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the king to cleanse him, רבי עקיבא directs us to consider the image of a child 

being washed by his father. This child, having ventured outdoors to play, 

becomes thoroughly soiled, distracted by the world around him. His immersion 

in the muddy yard and his engagement in games with friends result in him being 

covered in dirt from head to toe. Yet the parent, understanding the innocence 

and natural curiosity of the child, does not reprimand but rather gently cleans 

him. He recognizes the child's actions as part of growth and exploration in a 

world full of temptations. Similarly, Hashem, in His infinite compassion, 

acknowledges human frailties, repeatedly purifies בּני ישׂראל, and guides them 

back with unwavering parental love. We must be embarrassed by the actions we 

have done that necessitate a scrubbing, but we are not embarrassed to turn to 

our Father to ask for it when we need it. The words of רבי עקיבא require us to 

explore the implications of our dual relationship with Hashem of Father and 

King.  

 ,It was at a time of extreme .”אבינו מלכנו“ of תפילה created the  רבי עקיבא

intense drought, and nothing, not fasting or praying seemed to help bring rain.3 

                                                                 
י 3 מִּ בּוּר וְלֹּא יָּרְדוּ גְשָּׁ יוֹת עַל הַצִּ זרַ שְׁלֹשׁ עֶשְׂרֵה תַעֲנִּ יעֶזרֶ שֶׁגָּ י אֱלִּ נןַ: מַעשֲֶׂה בְּרַבִּּ נוּ רַבָּּ בּוּר תָּ ילוּ הַצִּ תְחִּ אַחֲרוֹנָּה הִּ ם, בָּּ

קַנְתֶ  הֶם: תִּ מַר לָּ צֵאת. אָּ יםלָּ מִּ יָּה, וְיָּרְדוּ גְשָּׁ בְכִּ ם בִּּ ל הָּעָּ ים לְעַצְמְכֶם?! גָּעוּ כׇּ  .ם קְבָּרִּ

The Sages taught: An incident occurred involving Rabbi Eliezer, who decreed a complete cycle 

of thirteen fasts upon the congregation, but rain did not fall. At the end of the last fast, the 

congregation began to exit the synagogue. He said to them: Have you prepared graves for 

yourselves? If rain does not fall, we will all die of hunger. All the people burst into tears, and 
rain fell. 

יעֶזרֶ  י אֱלִּ מַר: שׁוּב מַעשֲֶׂה בְּרַבִּּ יו וְאָּ א אַחֲרָּ יבָּ י עֲקִּ כוֹת וְלֹּא נעֲַנָּה. יָּרַד רַבִּּ ים וְאַרְבַּע בְּרָּ מַר עֶשְׂרִּ ה, וְאָּ פְניֵ הַתֵיבָּ שֶׁיָּרַד לִּ

ים.  מִּ לֵינוּ״, וְיָּרְדוּ גְשָּׁ ינוּ מַלְכֵנוּ, לְמַעַנְךָ רַחֵם עָּ בִּ ה. אָּ תָּ א אָּ נוּ מֶלֶךְ אֶלָּ ינוּ מַלְכֵנוּ אֵין לָּ בִּ ה בַּת קוֹל הֲווֹ מְ ״אָּ נןַ, יָּצְתָּ י רַבָּּ רַנְנִּ

יו דוֹתָּ יר עַל מִּ יו, וְזֶה אֵינוֹ מַעבֲִּ ידוֹתָּ יר עַל מִּ א שֶׁזֶה מַעבֲִּ זֶה, אֶלָּ דוֹל מִּ פְּניֵ שֶׁזֶה גָּ ה: לֹּא מִּ מְרָּ  .וְאָּ

There was another incident involving Rabbi Eliezer, who descended to serve as prayer leader 
before the ark on a fast day. And he recited twenty -four blessings, but he was not answered. 

Rabbi Akiva descended before the ark after him and said: Our Father, our King, we have no 

king other than You. Our Father, our King, for Your sake, have mercy on us. And rain 

immediately fell. The Sages were whispering among themselves that Rabbi Akiva was 

answered while his teacher, Rabbi Eliezer, was not. A Divine Voice emerged and said: It is not 
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 s dichotomous’בּני ישׂראל emphasizing ,אבינו מלכנו then composed רבי עקיבא

relationship with G-d as both Father and King, and hinting that these titles 

embody two distinct ways in which we can relate to Hashem. 

ינוּ מַלְכֵנוּ, “  בִּ ה. אָּ תָּ נוּ מֶלֶךְ אֶלָּא אָּ ינוּ מַלְכֵנוּ אֵין לָּ בִּ מַר: ״אָּ יו וְאָּ א אַחֲרָּ יבָּ י עקֲִּ יָּרַד רַבִּּ

ים מִּ   4”.לְמַעַנְךָ רַחֵם עָּלֵינוּ״, וְיָּרְדוּ גְשָּׁ

“Our Father, our King, there is no other King but you, Our Father, our 

King, for Your sake, have mercy upon us!”  

 

When we cry out to HaShem “אבינו מלכינו” we turn to Him both as a 

loving parent and as a servant’s plea to a stern king, a ruler of a nation, an 

authority to be revered. There is a reason why the drought that spurred רבי עקיבא 

to create the prayer only ended after an appeal to both אבינו and מלכנו. Engaging 

both aspects of our connection to Hashem allowed בני ישראל to reach a deeper 

 .ultimately making them worthy of HaShem’s mercy ,תשובה

These two relationships with Hashem as Father and King recur 

throughout תנ"ך. Hashem is addressed as אב or referred to as אב in times when 

that form of relationship is relevant to the moment, requiring parental love, 

creation, guidance, or loving discipline. In contrast to the distance and rigid 

judgement of a king, a father is merciful and deeply involved in the life of his 

child. The context dictates the appropriate relationship or balance of 

relationships. Recognizing the nuances of these two forms of connection can 

help us tap into a fuller, deeper relationship with Hashem.  

 

                                                                 

because this Sage, Rabbi Akiva, is greater than that one, Rabbi Eliezer, but that this one is 

forgiving, and that one is not forgiving. God responded to Rabbi Akiva’s forgiving nature in 

kind by sending rain. 
 :.תענית כה4
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The Father Relationship 

 

Toward the end of משׁה's last address to בנ"י, he warns them to follow 

their obligations toward Hashem. One thing he stated in his rebuke in  פּרשת

 :was האזינו

ַֽךָ׃  נְנֶ  ַֽיְכֹּ שְׂךָָ֖ וַ  וּא עָּ ךָ הַ֥ נֶֹ֔ יךָ קָּ ֹ֣ בִּ ם הֲלוֹא־הוּא֙ אָּ ָ֑ כָּ א חָּ ָ֖ל וְלֹֹּ֣ בָּ ם נָּ את עַַ֥ ֹֹּ֔ גְמְלוּ־ז ה֙ תִּ וָּ   הַלְיְהֹּ

Do you thus requite Hashem, O dull and witless people? Is not this the 

Father who created you – fashioned you and made you endure!5  

 

In the above פּסוק, the phrase “ָך נֶֹ֔ יךָ קָּ ֹ֣ בִּ  .is used in reference to Hashem ”אָּ

 can be explained in several ”קנך“ explains that in this context the word רשׁ"י

ways. The root of the term may relate to קנין, “acquisition”, קן, “nest” or תקן, “to 

fix/outfit.”6 In each of the instances, the role of Father is significant. In a sense, 

a father acquires, builds a nest to protect or outfits the child with everything that 

will benefit him. רשׁ"י compares this to ישׂראל בּני  having been placed in a nest of 

rocks. This is the parent providing a strong grounding, something that may be 

uncomfortable yet is safe and stable, in a way that is beneficial for בּני ישׂראל. 

Hashem is like a father who, even when punishing and rebuking us in a manner 

that seems bad from our perspective or makes us uncomfortable, is in actuality 

having our best interest at heart. A father benefits His children in the long run, 

and communicates with them words of rebuke that are suitable to the child’s  

situation. Similarly, when בּני ישׂראל have sinned, Hashem’s rebuke is measured 

and given with immense חסד. 

                                                                 
 .דברים לב:ו5
ים וּבְ  הלא הוא אביך קנךרש"י על דברים לב:ו  6 נֶנְךָ בְּקַן הַסְלָּעִּ נָּהשֶׁקְנָּאֲךָ, שֶׁקִּ יניֵ תַקָּ ל מִּ קֶנְךָ בְּכָּ ה, שֶׁתִּ  .אֶרֶץ חֲזָּקָּ
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Based on this פּסוק, the ספורנו explains that Hashem is not to be 

perceived as a biological father, who can become a father in ways that lack 

intentionality and necessity, but rather as Father by deliberate choice.7 G-d gives 

a person existence to execute the will of G-d, it does not occur by happenstance. 

In the case of the Jewish people, it is so that the collective can become an  עם

 by בּני ישׂראל a treasured nation. Hashem reinforces His Fatherhood over ,סגולה

choosing continuously to Father them. 

 shows a different aspect of Hashem as “our Father” when he ישׁעיה

states: 

  ָ֑ ירָּ א יכִַּ ל לֹֹּ֣ אֵָ֖ שְׂרָּ נוּ וְיִּ עָֹּ֔ א יְדָּ ם֙ לֹֹּ֣ הָּ י אַבְרָּ ִּ֤ ינוּ כִּ בִֹּ֔ ה אָּ ֹ֣ י־אַתָּ ם כִּ  ָ֖ נוּ מֵעוֹלָּ אֲלֵַ֥ ינוּ גֹּ בִֹּ֔ ה יהוה אָּ ִּ֤ נוּ אַתָּ

ךָ׃8   שְׁמֶ 

Surely You are our Father: Though אברהם did not know us, and ישראל 

recognize us not, You, Hashem, are our Father, Your name is ‘Our Redeemer’. 

 

 ,and because of that ,עם ישׂראל says that Hashem is the Father of רש"י

He must take interest in our problems and suffering.9 Hashem is like a human 

father who loves his child and therefore keeps an eye on his child’s struggles, 

and does not turn away from his child in those moments. רשׁ"י further explains 

what the פּסוק means by mentioning אברהם and ישׂראל.There is a fundamental 

difference between the fatherhood of the אבות and of Hashem. אברהם did not 

know בּני ישׂראל in the troubles of Egypt, and יעקב did not know his descendants 

through their troubles of the מדבּר. The אבות were not alive during those times, 

                                                                 
לא אב טבעי הנותן מציאות מה במקרה אבל הוא אב רצוניי שנתן לך . הלא הוא אביך קנךספורנו על דברים לב:ו:  7

 .מציאות למען תהיה קנינו מוכן להשיג בך חפצו וסגולתו וזה כי הוא עשך לגוי כי לא היית גוי נחשב כלל
 טז.סג: ישעיהו8
 ועליך להביט ולראות בצרותינו.. כי אתה אבינורש"י על ישעיהו סג:טז:  9
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they did not witness עם ישׂראל struggle or sin in those particular settings.10 The 

עם  sharpens this idea, saying that Hashem has been and always will be אבן עזרא

 Since Hashem is not finite or bound by 11.”ואתה אב שתמצא לעולם“ ,s Father’ישׂראל

time in the way the אבות were He did see עם ישׂראל through those struggles and 

sins and yet remains a constant Father. 

  :s Father even further’בּני ישׂראל takes the metaphor of Hashem as ישׁעיהו

נוּ׃ ה יָּדְךָָ֖ כֻּלָּ  נוּ וּמַעשֲֵַׂ֥ צְרֵֹ֔ ה יֹּ ֹ֣ מֶר֙ וְאַתָּ ה אֲנִַּ֤חְנוּ הַחֹֹּ֙ תָּ ָ֑ ינוּ אָּ ֹ֣ בִּ ה יהוה אָּ ַ֥   12,וְעַתָּ

But now, Hashem, You are our Father; we are the clay, and You are 

the Potter, we are all the work of Your hands. 

Rav Steinsaltz explains that this is the way to relate to Hashem as an 

 again not like a biological parent in the sense of a physical, finite being, but ,אב

rather in the sense that He is the source of all life and existence.13 Similar to a 

potter and his clay, He can do with His creations as He wishes, form them in 

any way, and yet He still chooses to interact with His nation through the מידה of 

 .חסד

In ספר ירמיהו the נביא says that Hashem will view בּני ישׂראל after sinning 

as: 

יכֵם֙ אֶל־נַֹ֣חֲלֵי  וֹלִּ ילֵם֒ א  וֹבִּ ים֮ א  בְתַחֲנוּנִּ אוּ וּ  י יָּבֹֹּ֗ ֹ֣ בְכִּ י בִּּ יתִּ ִּ֤ יִּ י־הָּ הּ כִּ  ָ֑ וּ בָּּ שְׁלָ֖ כָּ א יִּ ר לַֹּ֥ רֶךְ יָּשָֹּׁ֔ ם בְּדֶֹ֣ יִּ מַֹ֔

וּא י ה  רִּ ם בְּכַֹּ֥ יִּ ב וְאֶפְרַָ֖ אֵל֙ לְאָֹּ֔ שְׂרָּ  14.לְיִּ

                                                                 
במדבר כי כבר נסתלקו מן העולם  -בצרת מצרים. וישראל לא יכירנו  -כי אברהם לא ידענו  :טז:רש"י על ישעיה סג10

  ב.ואתה ה' אבינו בכולם נעשית לנו א
 .ואנחנו בניך, ואתה אב שתמצא לעולםהטעם שאתה אבינו   :אבן עזרא על ישעיהו סג:טז11
נוּ׃12 ה יָּדְךָָ֖ כֻּלָּ  נוּ וּמַעשֲֵַׂ֥ צְרֵֹ֔ ה יֹּ ֹ֣ מֶר֙ וְאַתָּ ה אֲנִַּ֤חְנוּ הַחֹֹּ֙ תָּ ָ֑ ינוּ אָּ ֹ֣ בִּ ה יהוה אָּ ַ֥  ישעיהו סד:ז: וְעַתָּ
ינוביאור שטיינזלץ על ישעיהו סד:ז:  13 בִּ ה יהוה אָּ המולידנו, מקורנו  ,ּוְעַתָּ תָּ מֶראם . אָּ האדמה המשמשת , אֲנַחְנוּ הַחֹּ

הלעשיית כלים,  צְרֵנוהוא  וְאַתָּ נוהרי והמעבד את החומר כרצונך,  ,ּיֹּ  .על כן אנו מתחננים אליך .ּמַעשֲֵׂה יָּדְךָ כֻּלָּ
 .ירמיהו לא:ט14



Page 22 
 

They (בּני ישׂראל) will come crying to Me, and I will guide them with 

compassion, lead them to water, by an even road where they won’t stumble, for 

I am forever a Father to ישׂראל, and Ephraim is my first-born. 

 

After sinning, the nation defeatedly returns to Hashem, desperate for 

forgiveness and reconciliation, and Hashem then welcomes them back.  Rav 

Steinsaltz explains that the crying this פּסוק is referring to will be tears of joy, as 

their sins and struggles become mere memories.15 Hashem reciprocates with 

compassion, with the mentality of a concerned father towards a spiritually 

struggling child. A father tries to find the smoothest path on which to guide his 

son; Hashem approaches בּני ישׂראל post-sin with the same mindset. 

 

The King Relationship 

 

In addition to being referred to as אב, throughout ך”תנ  Hashem is also 

constantly described as our מלך. The characterization of Hashem as King 

conjures up the image of an omnipotent, awe-inspiring, authoritarian Ruler. But 

many sources in תנ"ך relay a complex and multifaceted depiction of Hashem’s 

Divine kingship, far beyond a simple analogy to human monarchs. Hashem is a 

King whose sovereignty ultimately transcends human understanding. But each 

instance in which He is referred to as King focuses on a distinct nuance of the 

king relationship, the one which is relevant to the specific context in which it 

appears. Together these references allow us to achieve a richer appreciation of 

Hashem as the Ruler of בּני ישׂראל.  

                                                                 
 .ביאור שטיינזלץ על ירמיהו לא:ט 15
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One verse in Tehillim where דוד המלך refers to Hashem as King is: 

ֹ֣ה 16 וָּ וֹ יְהֹּ ם מֵאַרְצ  וּ ג֝וֹיִֹּ֗ בְדַ֥ עֶָ֑ד אָּ ם וָּ ֹ֣ לֶךְ עוֹלָּ   :מֶֶ֭

Hashem is King eternally; the nations will perish from His land”. 

 

 While the first part of this פּסוק proclaims Hashem’s מלכות, the 

connection to the second half of the פסוק is obscure. What do the nations 

perishing from the land have to do with Hashem’s eternal rulership? רד"ק 

answers that Hashem is the מלך of the whole עולם, meaning all nations will 

eventually accept His מלכות, not just 17.בני ישראל The מלבּי"ם adds on to this that 

Hashem is different from a מלך בּשׂר ודם because He rules unconditionally. He 

does not need subjects to rule over in order to be a מלך, He just is King, 

regardless of the existence of those over whom He rules.18 Therefore, the פּסוק 

tells us that even when all nations of the world will eventually “ וּ בְדַ֥ וֹ אָּ מֵאַרְצ  ”, 

Hashem will remain in His status as the Ruler of the world. 

In שׁמות, Hashem is also described as: 

ד עֶ  ם וָּ ַ֥ לָּ ךְ לְעֹּ מְלָֹ֖ ַ֥ה ׀ יִּ וָּ  יְהֹּ

 HaShem will rule as King eternally!19 

 

 Rav S.R. Hirsch explains the words “ד עֶ  ם וָּ ַ֥ לָּ  in this verse with a focus ”עֹּ

on the word roots. “ד עֶ  ם וָּ ַ֥ לָּ  does not merely mean a recognition of G-d ruling ”עֹּ

eternally. “ד עֶ  ם“ can be interpreted as “fixed/set in stone” and ”וָּ ַ֥ לָּ  .”as “hidden ”עֹּ

The פּסוק can be read as “Hashem is the מלך in a fixed and irrevocable way, even 

when hidden from us in גלות.  

                                                                 
 .תהילים י:טז16
 .רד"ק על תהילים י:טז 17
 .מלבי"ם על תהילים י:טז 18
 .שמות טו:יח 19
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Before Moshe’s passing, he blesses the people and depicts HaShem as 

King of Israel.  

אֵל20 שְׂרָּ בְטֵי יִּ ם יחַַד שִּׁ אשֵׁי עָּ תְאַסֵף רָּ רוּן מֶלֶךְ בְּהִּ ישֻּׁ י בִּ    :וַיְהִּ

And Hashem is King in ישרון, when the people are assembled, the tribes 

of Israel together. 

 

 explains this pasuk to mean that the Jews are in a continual state רשׁ"י

of awareness and acceptance of G-d’s authority when they are together.21 This 

mindset, known as קבלת עול מלכות שמים, reflects a deep, unwavering 

commitment to acknowledging Hashem as King at every moment. It is not a 

one-time declaration, but an ongoing, conscious choice to align one’s actions, 

thoughts, and values with His רצון.  

In תהילים it states that, 

וֹט:22  מ  ל בַּל־תִּ בֵֹ֗ וֹן תֵ֝ כַ֥ ָ֑ר אַף־תִּ תְאַזָּ ז הִּ ה עֹֹּ֣ וָּ הֹּ בֵֹ֣שׁ יְֶ֭ בֵַ֥שׁ לָּ ךְ֮ גֵא֢וּת לָָּ֫ לָּ ֹ֣ה מָּ וָּ  יְהֹּ

 Hashem is king, He is robed in grandeur; Hashem is robed, He is 

girded with strength. The world stands firm and cannot be shaken.  

 

The text here describes Hashem’s kingly splendor. Yet, one may ask, 

how is the first half of the text, regarding Hashem's regality, related to the 

second half of the text, regarding the stability of the world? Rav Steinsaltz 

explains that this description of Hashem refers to how human perception of Him 

as a King should be: similar to that of a human king.23 A king dresses in grand, 

beautiful robes to demonstrate His elevation above His subjects, His 

                                                                 
 .דברים לג:ה 20
 .רש"י על דברים לג:ה 21
 .תהילים צג:א 22
 .ביאור שטיינזלץ על תהילים צג:א 23
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domination, strength, and power over them. This is the aspect of kingship is the 

one most similar to kings of flesh and blood and, therefore, is the most 

comprehensible and relatable. When, ultimately, G-d will be recognized by the 

world as King with this intense awareness, the world will stand firm and 

unshakable due to its lack of wickedness. Wickedness, “רוע” is etymologically 

related to the term “רעוע”,“broken” (similar to how a תרועה is the broken sound 

a שׁופר makes) in the sense of broken off from G-d. In other words, a world that 

can perceive Hashem as a King will be an unshakeable world, for the revelation 

of G-d will banish wickedness. 

Taken together, these various perspectives depict a more profound and 

nuanced picture of Hashem’s role as both אב and מלך, enriching the theological 

understanding of His relationship with His nation. We explored multiple facets 

of what it means to have Hashem as a Father, on a national and personal level, 

including:  

- G-d only has בּני ישׂראל’s best interests at heart and only gives 

them what is ultimately beneficial.24  

- HaShem is like a human father, through being the source of 

existence, and unlike a human father in the sense that HaShem 

does not create by chance. Rather He creates by a constant 

choice to create us and keep us in existence.25  

- HaShem witnesses בּני ישׂראל struggle through hardships in 

ways that even the אבות did not witness, and still constantly 

chooses to remain the Father of the Jewish nation.26 

                                                                 
24 See footnote 7. 
25 See footnote 8. 
26 See footnote 10. 
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- HaShem is the source of life, like a potter to his clay.27 

- HaShem guides בּני ישׂראל with compassion when they return to 

Him after straying spiritually.28 

These points illustrate a loving and fatherly figure, one aspect of our 

overall relationship with Hashem. However, we also relate to Hashem as King 

with the following qualities: 

- Hashem doesn’t need subjects in order to be a King, He is an 

unconditional monarch29. 

- He is an eternal King in a fixed, undeniable, and irrevocable 

way, though this is unclear to us so long as we are in 30.גלות  

 must be in a constant state of accepting the yoke of בּני ישׂראל -

Hashem’s 31.מלכות 

- Humanity must perceive G-d in a way they can understand, 

which is in a manner similar to a human king. When mankind 

will unanimously recognize Hashem's מלכות, then wickedness 

won’t be able to exist in the world.32 

In contrast to the fatherly, warm, inviting aspect of Hashem, here is a more 

authoritarian, awe-inspiring Being. Together, these dimensions of Hashem as 

both אב and מלך present a richly textured relationship that balances the 

compassion of a father with the awe-inspiring sovereignty of a king. 

                                                                 
27 See footnote 13. 
28 See footnote 15. 
29 See footnotes 17 and 18. 
30 See footnote 20. 
31 See footnote 22. 
32 See footnote 24. 
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 In שׁמונה עשׂרה, one can find the juxtaposition of the words אבינו and מלכנו 

in two בּרכות. The first is found in the fifth :ברכה 

נוּ יבֵ  רוּ הֲשִּׁ יךָ: בָּּ נֶ  ה לְפָּ ה שְׁלֵמָּ תְשׁוּבָּ נוּ בִּּ ירֵ  חֲזִּ ךָ, וְהַ  תֶ  וֹדָּ עֲב  נוּ לַ  נוּ מַלְכֵ  רְבֵ  ךָ, וְקָּ  תֶ  וֹרָּ ינוּ לְת  בִּ  ךְ אָּ

ה תְשׁוּבָּ רוֹצֶה בִּּ ה יהוה, הָּ  :אַתָּ

 Return us, our Father, to Your Torah and gather us, our King, to Your 

service, and bring us back to complete repentance before You. Blessed are You, 

Hashem, Who desires repentance.  

 

The עץ יוסף explains the reason for referring to G-d as a Father in this 

particular prayer. This is a prayer for repentance, as is the sixth ברכה which we 

will discuss in a moment. When we seek forgiveness G-d is referred to as a 

Father.33 A father bears the duty of imparting to his son the principles of upright 

living, yet even in cases of rebellion and estrangement, paternal compassion 

naturally reemerges when the son turns back in repentance and seeks 

reconnection. Hashem wants בּני ישׂראל to return to Him, return to following the 

ways of His תורה, return to building a relationship with Him, especially if they 

are returning from a place of sin.34 

 

  The sixth בּרכה in שׁמונה עשׂרה also juxtaposes Father and King: 

נוּ מַלְכֵ   סְלַח  אנוּ, מְחוֹל לָּ  טָּ  י חָּ ינוּ כִּ בִּ  נוּ אָּ ה לָּ  רוּךְ אַתָּ ה: בָּּ תָּ י אֵל טוֹב וְסַלָּח אָּ  עְנוּ, כִּ שָּׁ  י פָּ נוּ כִּ

סְלֹחַ   :יהוה, חַנוּן הַמַרְבֶּה לִּ

                                                                 
33 The עץ יוסף in the Artscroll Siddur. 
34 Regarding the King aspect in this בּרכה, the mode through which we accept G-d’s sovereignty 

over ourselves is through doing His עבוֹדה, meaning fulfilling His commandments. Therefore, 

the בּרכה refers to returning to Hashem in the aspect of a King through servitude. 
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 Pardon us, our Father, for we transgressed. Forgive us, our King for 

we sinned. For You are a good and forgiving G-d. Blessed are You Hashem, 

gracious One, Who abundantly pardons.  

 

 represent two distinct but complementary aspects of מחילה and  סליחה 

forgiveness. סליחה refers to a deep, internal process of emotional reconciliation, 

in which one not only forgives but also eradicates any lingering resentment or 

ill-will towards the offender, even if the wrongdoing absolutely warranted 

resentment. It reflects a restoration of the relationship at the level of the heart, 

where forgiveness is extended fully and sincerely. This is the forgiveness of a 

father. מחילה, by contrast, is harsher in nature; it involves the deliberate act of 

foregoing one’s right to give deserved consequences or punishment. It is an act 

of restraint, a conscious decision to release the wrongdoer from the burden of 

retribution, without necessarily resolving the emotional consequences of the 

offense. This is the forgiveness of a king. Together, these encompass the 

primary forms of forgiveness that Hashem gifts to בּני ישׂראל, supplying both the 

fatherly emotional ways through which genuine forgiveness and spiritual repair 

can occur, as well as the authoritative, monarchal approach to Hashem’s 

forgiveness. 

By embracing the dual relationship with Hashem as both Father and 

King, בּני ישׂראל find a profound balance between our love and reverence, and 

His mercy and justice. This dichotomy is not contradictory but complementary, 

approaching Hashem with both the warmth of a child seeking paternal love and 

the humility of a subject before a majestic king. As we reflect on the depth of 

Hashem’s fatherly compassion and His kingly authority, we are reminded that 

His desire for our return is rooted in His infinite goodness and grace. We should 
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cherish the gift of Hashem’s dichotomous role in His interactions with us and 

use it to deepen a connection with Him built on trust, love, and awe. 
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The Nature of Death And Grief – 

 Asher Yatzar Etchem Badin 

Devorah Myron 

 

Asher Yatzar Etchem Badin, or Mechaye Hametim, is the bracha said 

on visiting a Jewish cemetery. Everything about it is incredibly complex and 

layered, but unfortunately, it's often overlooked. While focusing on a topic 

related to death might seem odd or morbid, the bracha itself defies that 

expectation, and the message it eloquently delivers is a beautiful commentary 

on the nature of death and grief. 

 The bracha has several conditions that help us maintain proper focus 

so that we can read it in the intended way. Firstly, it has to be said in a 

halachically valid Jewish cemetery, which means there needs to be at least two 

Jewish graves present.1 Therefore, visiting the lone grave of a Gadol doesn't 

qualify. At first, this seems obvious. Of course, a bracha meant for a cemetery 

should be recited in one. But why should we have a bracha specific to visiting 

a cemetery as opposed to a bracha for visiting a grave? What difference is there 

between visiting one deceased person and visiting two or more? 

On a practical level, the way we feel in each of those scenarios changes 

completely. As we go about our daily lives, we focus on what we and the others 

around us can and have accomplished. In much the same way, visiting the grave 

of one great person makes us think of who they were and what they achieved 

while alive. In a cemetery, on the other hand, that focus shifts. Rather than 

                                                                 
1 Mishnah Berurah 224:16 
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thinking of each individual's life and legacy, we tend to become more acutely 

aware of the fact that we are surrounded by death, and this, in turn, reminds us 

how fragile our own lives are. We need that awareness if we want to say this 

bracha properly – in a way that channels that helpless feeling towards 

understanding the comfort and reassurance the bracha itself provides. 

Secondly, and less intuitively, this bracha can only be said once every 

thirty days and only when a person has not visited a cemetery during that time.2 

On its own, this condition is a helpful way to avoid losing emotion and proper 

intention through habituation. In the context of the first condition – that it is 

only recited in a proper cemetery – it also establishes a healthy boundary to our 

exposure to the vulnerability we often feel when we acknowledge death. While 

it's generally healthy to recognize death and its implications from time to time, 

doing so too regularly is destructive. Prohibiting us to say this bracha when we 

visit frequently is a gentle reminder to keep a healthy distance. 

 The main text of the bracha is outlined in the Gemara in Brachot.3 The 

translations and the explanation I have included here are a blend of my own 

understanding with the different interpretations of published siddurim and 

relevant commentaries. 

ין רוּךְ )אתה השם אלוקינו מלך העולם(... אֲשֶׁר יָּצַר אֶתְכֶם בַּדִּ  Hashem, you are the - בָּּ

source of blessing, G-d and king of the world… that formed you with 

perfect justice 

 The second half of this line shifts the subject of the bracha to address 

the deceased directly. While we can't actually be speaking to the dead, framing 

                                                                 
2 Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 224:13 
3 Berakhot 58b:5 

  

https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot
https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot
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the bracha this way helps us better relate to those whose graves are all around 

us, urging us to recognize our shared humanity. 

ין  and nourished you with perfect justice - וְזָּן אֶתְכֶם בַּדִּ

 The word זָּן, meaning "nourished," is associated with the word מזון, 

grain, which nourishes the body.4 In life, Hashem provided for all the physical 

needs of the deceased, just as he does for us, the living, now. 

ין לְכֵל אֶתְכֶם בַּדִּ  and sustained you with perfect justice - וְכִּ

ין סַף אֶתְכֶם בַּדִּ  and gathered you with perfect justice - וְאָּ

ין ימְכֶם בַּדִּ יד לַהֲקִּ תִּ  and in the future will raise you with perfect justice - וְעָּ

 The shift to the future tense in this line refers to the time of Techiat 

Hametim (the revival of the dead). 

 Many of the words in this first half of the bracha are associated with 

farming, a detail which can be used to develop an interesting analogy. If, in the 

context of this analogy, we think of Hashem as a "Farmer" and the deceased as 

the "grain" that He grew, these words are profoundly comforting. 

 ,The farmer plants and then "nourishes" the grain, providing it with soil .וְזָּן

water, and sunlight – all the basics needed for it to survive. 

לְכֵל  and He "sustains" it in a way that keeps the plant not only living but ,וְכִּ

healthy enough to grow strong. He is careful not to over – or under – water it, 

gives it special soil and fertilizer, or removes anything even partially blocking 

the sunlight. 

סַף  Once the grain is fully grown, He "gathers" it up. After all, if he leaves it .וְאָּ

in the ground forever, its harvest season will pass; it will shrivel and dry up, and 

all its potential will be lost. All of this the Farmer does, 

                                                                 
4 Sefer HaShorashim, 1 זון written by the Radak (R’ David Kimchi) 
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ין  in perfect judgment. He knows exactly why He planted this grain. Some to ,בַּדִּ

sell for flour, some to bake bread for His family, some to save for a less 

bountiful year. For every seed of every stalk that He planted, He had a purpose. 

He knew exactly how to stimulate it to grow and exactly when it was ready to 

be collected and used. The Farmer also knows that if he doesn't replant, He'll 

soon no longer have a field at all, so He leaves a small part of each stalk to be 

buried, knowing that, 

ימְכֶם יד לַהֲקִּ תִּ  .One day, the seeds he left behind will rise from the soil and grow וְעָּ

 So, too, during the lives of those who are no longer with us, Hashem 

provided for all their physical needs, took care to ensure their circumstances 

were conducive to growth, and took back their souls only once they had finished 

growing completely. Their bodies remained behind and people buried them, 

likely oblivious to the fact that they were not just bodies; rather, they were seeds, 

and one doesn't just bury a seed – one plants it. From above ground, a cemetery 

may look a lot like an empty field. But we have to remember that seeds have 

been planted beneath the surface, and even though we have no idea how long it 

might take, we can take comfort in knowing that they'll one day "sprout" and 

that the "Farmer" knows better how to tend to His crops than we do. 

 

סְפַּר כוּלְכֶם  ”And He knows all your “numbers - וְיוֹדֵעַ מִּ

 This line seems completely out of place and even unnecessary. Hashem 

is all-knowing, so surely He knows exactly how many of us there are. Why is 

this fact important or even relevant? Beyond that, why is it significant that He 

specifically knows how many people are buried in any given cemetery? 

 Firstly, there's a difference between knowing the quantity of something 

and knowing each number distinctly. No two numbers are the same; they each 
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represent a distinct value, but that doesn't mean the total is irrelevant. For 

example, if someone needed exactly twenty dollars to buy a new book but 

skipped the number six while counting up their cash, thinking it would not affect 

the total, they might be disappointed to arrive at the bookstore only to be 

informed that they are unable to purchase the book with only nineteen dollars. 

The full amount is needed, yet still, every number counts (pun intended). The 

Chaver Hama'armarim comments on the Ramban in Bamidbar to say that the 

entire purpose of counting is to give special attention to and emphasize that each 

individual is significant.5 It is also reasonable to say no one counts items without 

value. The only reason to count a single dollar, for example, is because having 

it makes the owner one dollar richer. To say that Hashem knows every number 

is to say that each of those individual "numbers" has value and contributes to a 

goal that can't be met if even one is missing. 

 The word for "number," "סְפַּר  .is also more complicated than it seems ",מִּ

It shares a root (ס.פ.ר) with the word "6,"סיפור which is a "story”. A story is not 

a fact or even a collection of facts – that would just be a textbook; stories are 

complex, emotional, and unique. Especially in the context of people, there is 

more to a number than a number; each one is a story to be told, and Hashem is 

constantly aware of every nuance throughout life and after death. He knows 

better than anyone when a chapter should begin and when it should end. 

יד לְהַחְיוֹתְכֶם וּלְקַיֵים אֶתְכֶם תִּ  and in the future, He will reanimate you and - וְהוּא עָּ

maintain you 

                                                                 
 חבר המארמרים על הרמב"ן )במדבר א:מה( מובא בשעוול 5
6 Sefer HaShorashim, 1 ספר, written by the Radak (R’ David Kimchi) 
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 This line reassures us that when the time of Techiat Hametim arrives, 

Hashem will still personally involve Himself in our lives. We can think of it like 

a mechanic switching on an old machine. It may be able to function for a while 

on its own, but it will need to be checked repeatedly so that eventually, when 

the gears need to be oiled, the mechanic can stop it from breaking down. With 

respect to Techiat Hametim Hashem's ongoing support will assure the dead of 

eternity. 

רוּךְ )אתה השם(  ים… בָּּ מְחַיהֵ הַמֵתִּ  - You are the source of blessing Hashem... who 

revives the dead 

 Here, the bracha concludes by reiterating its main topic. We're drawn 

back to the theme of resurrection for the third time to remind us how central the 

idea is to our religion. As the 13th principle of faith, it is an essential concept.7 

Yet, as something that seems so far removed from our reality, it is not easy to 

understand practically. The one thing we can believe is that it will happen בדין 

– with perfect justice. As this bracha assures us, life, death, and one day life 

again have always been and will always be given to us with the same perfect 

justice. 

 The first time I encountered this bracha, I was studying it for a 

campaign in high school. I started by looking online for a translation to help me 

remember what the bracha was for, but the first version I found did not match 

the one I had been given to study. My original assumption was that it had to be 

a different nusach, but the more sites I visited and siddurim I looked through, 

the more confused I became. Not a single version was the same as any of the 

others I'd seen. Once I found the original source in the Gemara, I realized almost 

                                                                 
7 Rambam on Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1:30 
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every line other than the first and the last (אשר יצר אתכם בדין... מחיה המתים) was 

sometimes changed, replaced, or removed completely. Initially, I thought it was 

strange that there were so many versions of a bracha. But with time, it started 

to make sense to me as I recognized how differently people view and cope with 

death. This bracha is meant to capture and express the many ways we 

experience loss and grief in a way that each individual can find consolation 

despite the unnerving nature of his surroundings.  Just as there is more than one 

"correct" way to cope, there is more than one "correct" version of the bracha. 

There were two additions that appeared in many versions that stood out to me 

as representing this idea well: 

ין  And gave you life in perfect justice - וְהֶחֱיָּה אֶתְכֶם בְּדִּ

 Some cope with loss by telling themselves that, indeed, someone's life 

has ended, but at least they themselves are still alive. Surely, those that are gone 

were taken because their purpose was fulfilled, their time was ‘up’, and it was 

just. 

ין ית אֶתְכֶם בְּדִּ And brought your death in perfect justice - וְהֵמִּ  

 Some, on the other hand, are comforted by accepting they will never 

understand Hashem's reasoning or timing. Maybe the life the deceased lived 

could never, by our standards, have been considered “complete,” but by the 

standard of the Ultimate Judge, it was, and that has to be enough. 

 Sometimes, these two additions appear together, making a strong 

statement. No matter how much or how little we understand, we can always be 

sure that Hashem will never take advantage of His power over our lives; He 

only ever acts in a fair and just manner. 
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 The bracha's conditions help us understand the beauty of visiting the 

dead while maintaining a healthy distance from death in daily life. Its many 

variations remind us that there are many ways to relate to and understand being 

in a place so naturally overwhelmed by death, and still consistently make it clear 

that justice underlies everything. The foundations of its original text help us 

reevaluate our understanding of death itself, which we otherwise think of, along 

with suffering, as an undeniable fact of reality and often wrongly view as the 

most permanent part of the human experience. This bracha helps us come to 

terms with and grow from what and who we've lost and see that what we 

perceive to be the end is not. Believing in Techiat Hametim as a cornerstone of 

our faith means recognizing that our losses – on every imaginable scale – can 

and will be recovered
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Tehillim: The Prelude of a Perek 

Mira Estrin 

 

There is one sefer of Nach that always seems relevant, speaks 

profoundly to our heart and soul, and whose words are carried upon our lips far 

more than any other. That sefer is Tehillim. There is a wealth of deep 

commentary to be found on each perek, such that even a seemingly simple, short 

perek can be studied for hours – analyzing the meaning and symbolism behind 

each line, the stories in Tanach it alludes to, and the significance of each choice 

of wording. Yet as one delves into a perek , it is easy to skip the first pasuk, 

which typically is made up of one of a handful of introductory phrases used 

throughout the sefer. It can mention the authorship or give some musical 

instruction – seemingly not so crucial to understanding the perek . But there is 

specific significance behind each of these phrases. What does each phrase mean 

and what are the implications of a perek  starting with a one phrase rather than 

another? This essay will try to uncover the deeper meaning behind each phrase 

commonly used to open a perek  of Tehillim and how we can use this 

understanding to enhance our connection to Tehillim and our relationship to 

tefilla overall.  

 

 מזמור לדוד .1

 One particularly common way that a perek of Tehillim will begin is 

simply, “mizmor l’Dovid”, “a song of/to/by Dovid”. What does this tell us 

about the perek which follows? Additionally, what is the difference between 
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this phrase and the similar, but reversed, “l’Dovid mizmor”, which is also a 

common introduction? 

 The Gemara (Pesachim 117a) explains that the introductory phrase 

“mizmor l’Dovid” indicates that only after Dovid haMelech wrote the ensuing 

perek  did the Shechina rest upon him. It continues, “This teaches that the 

Shechina does not rest upon a person from [the midst of] laziness, nor from 

sadness, nor from laughter, nor from frivolity, nor from idle chatter, but rather 

from the joy of a mitzva.” Only through writing the psalm, through investing 

his own efforts to reach out to Hashem, did Hashem’s Presence come to Dovid. 

When we see the phrase “mizmor l’Dovid” we know Dovid is striving to regain 

closeness to Hashem through the difficult spiritual work needed to grow and lift 

himself up to be worthy to once again receive Divine inspiration.  

 A general rule in Tanach is that the first appearance of something is 

crucial to understanding its essence.1 The first perek to begin mizmor l’Dovid is 

perek  3, which was written by Dovid as he fled from the attempted overthrow 

by his son Avshalom. The pain of Dovid is unimaginable: forced to run for his 

life yet again, this time from his much beloved son. How could he reach out to 

Hashem from the depths of such challenge and misery? Not only that, but even 

reaching the exalted status of the Shechina resting upon him, allowing his tefilla 

to be recorded in Sefer Tehillim? As Rav Hirsch explains, Dovid begins his 

prayer on an emotional low. Then, through the writing of the song itself, he is 

able to slowly raise his emotional state, verse by verse. By the end his spirit 

soars, comforted by his unwavering trust in Hashem, reaching the state the 

                                                                 
1 Rav Tzadok haKohen of Lublin, Yisrael Kedoshim, ch. 7. 
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Gemara explains is the prerequisite for receiving the Shechina – feeling no 

sadness or fear but only joy in his service of Hashem.2   

 While our own struggles and our ability to compose tefillot may pale in 

comparison to that of Dovid haMelech, this provides a valuable lesson for our 

own davening and connecting to Hashem. Often when we are in a strong 

emotional state – whether of laughter and frivolity, or sadness, anger, or 

depression, or when we are simply in a lazy and worn-out rut ‒ it is very difficult 

to access feelings of spirituality and closeness to Hashem. It seems nearly 

impossible to pray, to reach out to Hashem who feels so distant. In these times 

we can ground ourselves and reach beyond the confines of our overwhelming 

emotions by focusing on the words of tefilla themselves. Dovid was able to lift 

himself out of great travails and emotional storms through the words of Tehillim 

that he authored. Our own recitation of Tehillim ‒ particularly those which begin 

mizmor l’Dovid ‒ can grant us the strength to turn to Hashem during our most 

difficult times and regain spiritual inspiration, greatly strengthening our 

connection to Him. 

 

 לדוד מזמור .2

 Pesachim 117b explains that in contrast to mizmor l’Dovid, a psalm 

beginning with the term l’Dovid mizmor indicates that the Shechina rested upon 

Dovid prior to his authorship of it. The first perek to begin this way is perek 24 

הּ – הּ תֵבֵל וְישְׁבֵי בָּ רֶץ וּמְלוֹאָּ אָּ זְמוֹר לַה' הָּ ד מִּ וִּ  Rav Hirsch writes that it is clear that .לְדָּ

the writing of this psalm was Divinely inspired: “The few verses of this brief 

psalm contain the most profound truths that any mortal lips were ever privileged 

                                                                 
2 Tehillim Rav Hirsch pg. 16. 
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to utter concerning the ways of G-d in the history of man.”3 Due to the great 

significance of the perek , it was chosen as the first Shir Shel Yom of the week. 

The introduction l’Dovid mizmor is notably less common than mizmor l’Dovid, 

suggesting that in the life of Dovid – as well as in our own ‒ spiritual inspiration 

rarely just comes upon a person. In general, connection to Hashem is achieved 

through investing real effort and lifting oneself up to the requisite level.   

Times when Dovid received the gift of Divine inspiration are not 

restricted to moments of spiritual exhilaration as in perek 24. Rav Hirsch 

comments on perek 40, which also begins l’Dovid mizmor, that while the 

beginning of the psalm suggests that Dovid was “at the height of purest bliss at 

the time”, the rest shows that Dovid actually wrote it in a time of great travail.  

“In the midst of these woes, Dovid recalls the many previous instances in which 

G-d has delivered him from similar situations and he is strengthened and 

inspired thereby… even in the midst of peril and affliction, Dovid’s soul is fille d 

with Divine inspiration.”4 It can be precisely in these times of trouble when 

spiritual inspiration comes upon us, helping us when we most need it.  

Mizmor l’Dovid can also teach us how to take advantage of such 

experiences. When Dovid was struck by moments of Divine inspiration, when 

the Shechina did come to rest upon him, he was quick to actualize that spirit and 

turn it into something very real. He composed a song to ensure the inspiration 

would be internalized and lead to genuine and persistent growth and connection 

                                                                 
3 Tehillim Rav Hirsch pg. 172. Perek 24 describes G-d’s creation and ownership of the world, 

and the pure and moral behaviour man must display to attain holiness. It was written by Dovid 

for the day of the inauguration of the Beit haMikdash, to be said as the Aron was brought into 

the Kodesh haKodashim. (Radak, Ibn Ezra). 
4 Tehillim Rav Hirsch pg. 295. 
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to Hashem. In the case of perek  40 when Dovid was in so much pain, the song 

he wrote bolstered his emunah by recalling past salvations.  

We can draw from all this the important lesson that when spiritual 

inspiration strikes, we must act on it. When those precious moments come of 

feeling close to Hashem and feeling His presence in our lives we can’t just bask 

in the pleasant feeling – must do something with it. We must use it to create 

something concrete that will enhance our relationship with Hashem in the long 

run. Whether through tefilla, an act of chesed for another, or a greater 

commitment to a mitzva, Dovid haMelech teaches us here that when the 

inspiration comes, the key is to actualize it.  

 

 למנצח .3

 By far the most common first word of a perek of Tehillim is 

lamnatzeach, an enigmatic phrase explained in various ways by the different 

mefarshim. According to Radak, “mnatzeach” was the term for the levi who 

conducted the orchestra in the Beit haMikdash, so lamnatzeach introduces a 

perek  that Dovid gave to this levi, the conductor.5 Rashi adds to this that perhaps 

mnatzeach, which comes from the shoresh נצח meaning “victory”, applied to all 

the Leviim, referring to their self-mastery in striving for excellence in Divine 

service. Dovid praises this trait, showing his understanding that true victory 

comes from mastery over the self, not military prowess, and that he is confident 

that G-d will grant him success in battle if he succeeds in his own battle over 

his impulses.6  

                                                                 
5 Radak on Tehillim 4:1. 
6 Artscroll Sefer Tehillim, Rabbi Avraham Chaim Feuer.  
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Lamnatzeach can therefore be translated, “to the course which grants 

victory.” Many perakim beginning with lamnatzeach indeed relate to this 

theme. Perek  4, which we mentioned earlier, was written as Dovid fled 

Avshalom. But in this perek  he focuses on exhorting his enemies to change their 

ways. He urges them to engage in silent self-reflection, tremble from fear of sin, 

act with righteousness, and trust in G-d. Each perek that begins with 

lamnatzeach impresses upon us this crucial truth: victory lies not in our own 

efforts, but rather depends on the will of G-d. So the surest way to achieve 

victory in our lives is to focus our efforts on conquering our selves. In our 

recitation of Tehillim and our other tefilla, as we make a variety of requests of 

Hashem and ask Him for success in all our endeavors, this message serves to 

remind us of the true key to success.  

 

  מכתם לדוד .4

According to Sotah 10b, michtam ( תםמכ ) is a composite word which 

praises Dovid haMelech by describing him as ך ם and (modest/humble) מׇּ  תָּ

(pure/innocent). Alternatively, his wound, תו ה ,was perfect ,מַֹכָּ  he was born – תַמָּ

circumcised. Rashi explains that these interpretations of the word michtam only 

apply when a perek begins l’Dovid michtam. However, in perakim that begin 

michtam l’Dovid the word michtam must be understood differently. For 

example, in Tehillim 1:16 which begins י יתִּ סִּ י חָּ י אֵל כִּ מְרֵנִּ ד שָּׁ וִּ ם לְדָּ כְתָּ  michtam is ,מִּ

either an expression of music, or comes from the root כתם, crown.7  Rashi writes, 

“Dovid was accustomed to say, ‘O G-d, guard me for I have taken refuge in 

                                                                 
7 Rashi on Tehillim 16:1. Note that elsewhere (Tehillim 45:10) Rashi translates כתם as ‘golden 

jewelry’. 
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you’ (16:1). And this was to him as a crown, as it is stated (5:13), ‘You shall 

crown him with will.’”8  

Finally, Rav Hirsch offers another explanation. He writes that “the 

superscription michtam seems to denote a psalm which Dovid has recorded for 

himself as an everlasting memorial, a tenet to which he would adhere forever… 

Thus the superscription is michtam, a ‘monument’ or an everlasting 

‘memorial’.” He adds that many of the psalms beginning with michtam contain 

“Dovid’s emotions and thoughts at crucial moments of his life.” Artscroll Sefer 

Tehillim combines all these differing insights into a clarifying introduction to 

perek 16, the first to contain the term michtam: “The lesson that even the 

mightiest of kings must humble himself in the recognition that all is from 

Hashem, is the most precious lesson of Dovid’s career. Thus, it resembles ketem 

paz, ‘the finest of fine gold’. Hence, this psalm deserves an especially wonderful 

melody to be accompanied by the most splendid of instruments, all called 

michtam because of their exceptional quality.”  9  

The perakim beginning with michtam contain some of Dovid’s most 

vital lessons: the core values which guided his life, which adorned him like a 

crown of precious gold. These are lessons which deserved to be recorded with 

glory, passed down for eternity. Dovid recognizes that his true wealth and the 

source of his highest honor is not his power, but the righteousness he acquires 

through these essential morals. To us, this serves as a call to reflect: what are 

the michtams of our own lives? What are the tenets we consider most vital to 

us, that we would wish to inscribe for eternity? Dovid reminds us that our tefilot 

‒ our deepest desires ‒ should reflect these core ideals. If we can fully 

                                                                 
8 In Tehillim 5:13, Rashi translates this as “You shall encompass him.” 
9 Tehillim Rav Hirsch pg. 192. 
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internalize them and, most importantly, live by them, then they will become our 

crown of the finest gold.  

 

 לדוד .5

There are many perakim of Tehillim which begin with just l’Dovid, “to 

Dovid”. While there is little commentary on this phrase from the Rishonim, Rav 

Hirsch writes, “Here we do not see Dovid gaining inspiration on the wings of 

song, nor do we have here the outpourings of Divine rapture coming from a full 

heart. In this psalm, Dovid simply states the emotions and thoughts that fill his 

soul.”10 Perek 25, first to begin this way, perfectly encapsulates Rav Hirsch’s 

explanation in its first pasuk, אליך ה' נפשי אשא, “to You, Hashem, I lift up my 

soul.” Dovid is not spilling forth a song inspired by the presence of the 

Shechina, or trying to attain it through the song, but is simply lifting up his soul, 

offering himself up to Hashem through his tefilla, just as he is in that moment 

in time. Davening doesn’t always have to occur when we are in a place of deep 

emotion or great inspiration. Sometimes we feel deeply drawn to speak to 

Hashem; other times we can barely focus our minds on a few words on the page. 

Sometimes we feel strong in our relationship with G-d; other times we feel so 

low and wonder how it can be that He is listening to our words. In any emotional 

or spiritual state, there is one thing we can always do: to lift our souls up to 

Hashem, to dedicate our entire self ‒ the good and the bad ‒ to Him, in a simple 

and pure song.  

 

 שיר מזמור/מזמור שיר .6

                                                                 
10 Tehillim Rav Hirsch pg. 178. 
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Both of these two similar statements are quite commonly used to 

introduce a perek. Composed of two expressions of song, they clearly 

seem to dictate a musical instruction. On a simple level, many 

mefarshim explain that shira refers to verbal song, while mizmor/zemer 

refers to instrumental accompaniment.11 Malbim adds that zemer refers 

to a higher and more intense form of music than shira, and/or that while 

shira refers to music in a general sense, including secular, zemer refers 

specifically to religious music praising G-d.12 In a fascinating 

alternative explanation, Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner explains that shira and 

zemer are both forms of praise, but refer to two contrasting ways in 

which we relate to G-d: shira is praising G-d from a position of 

attachment and feeling close to Him; whereas zemer is praising G-d 

from a position of awe for His greatness, and feeling small in 

comparison to His infiniteness.13 Essentially, shira and zemer relate to 

serving G-d out of ahavah, love, and yirah, fear/awe, respectively. With 

a greater appreciation for the nuances between these two terms, we can 

also now ask why both are needed to introduce a psalm, and why they 

sometimes appear in opposite orders.  

The Ibn Ezra14 maintains that mizmor shir and shir mizmor have the 

same meaning, and the differences in order are seemingly irrelevant. Several 

later commentators, however, disagree and provide explanations. Rabbi Shlomo 

Pappenheim refers back to the explanation of shir and mizmor as verbal and 

                                                                 
11 Ibn Ezra on Tehillim 105:2, Sforno ibid., Radak to I Chronicles 16:9, Vilna Gaon cited by 

Be’er Avraham to Tehillim 27:6, Rav Shimson Raphael Hirsch on Tehillim 33:2.  
12 Malbim, Biur Milim, Tehillim 104:33. 
13 Yitzchak Hutner, Pachad Yitzchak, Shabbat, Maamar 2. 
14 Ibn Ezra on Tehillim 48:1. 
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instrumental song respectively, and adds that the order of the terms depends on 

which begins first in a particular composition. Rabbi Shimon Pincus writes that 

shir refers to the words which relay the story of a song, whereas mizmor refers 

to a more intense level of emotional expression that is beyond the ability to 

express through language, but which is reflected in the tune. Some songs begin 

with words and gradually increase in emotional intensity (shir mizmor) whereas 

others begin with an outpouring of intense emotion, only after which can words 

be formulated to express the thought (mizmor shir).15  

 

 The overall sense which we can take from these various explanations 

for the differences between shir and mizmor and their order is that the use of 

both within a psalm highlights the completeness of the expression. Both lyrics 

and instrumental accompaniment, both lower and higher degrees of 

emotional/spiritual intensity, both serving G-d out of ahavah and yirah are 

harnessed in our praise of HaShem. A perek introduced with the dual terms of 

song emphasizes the importance of bringing the entirety of one’s self to tefillah 

and praise of Hashem.  

 

 לדוד משכיל .7

 Perakim of Tehillim which begin with the words, l’Dovid maskil, were 

meant to be read out by a lecturer to the public, and would then be repeated in 

a louder voice and interpreted/explained by a disseminator for the masses 

(Pesachim 117a). The root of maskil is sechel (שכל), intellect or wisdom, 

implying that these psalms contain essential wisdom which Dovid wants to 

                                                                 
15 Shimshon Dovid Pincus, Shabbat Malketa, perek 9.  
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ensure will be accessible and transmitted to all. The Midrash Shocher Tov 

quotes the pasuk ארח חיים למעלה למשׂכיל - “The path of life is upwards for the 

wise” (Mishlei 15:24), characterizing a maskil as “one who trains his gaze only 

upwards” (מסתכל למעלה). The tehillim which begin with maskil contain 

messages of great import. The first, perek  32, addresses teshuvah and how 

suffering is often sent to people for their benefit in order to spur them towards 

self-improvement and repentance. Perek 42 is a beautifully poetic plea to be 

returned from exile. Many of the other perakim beginning with maskil relate to 

Dovid’s unwavering faith in Hashem’s forthcoming salvation, and his request 

to Hashem to give him strength through his challenges. These writings of Dovid 

haMelech were meant not only for himself, but for Israel; not only his 

generation but all ensuing ones, ours included.16 The perakim to which Dovid 

ascribed particular importance he introduced with the word maskil. By focusing 

on them we can learn the great lessons Dovid wanted inscribed on the hearts of 

all Israel for all times. 

 

יהוהלל .8  

 Pesachim 117a, which lists ten expressions of praise by which Sefer 

Tehillim is written, maintains that Halleluyah is the greatest of them all, since it 

combines both G-d’s name and praise of Him. Interestingly, it does not use the 

full name of Hashem but rather the partial name ה-י . This name first appears in 

the Torah after Amalek’s attack, when G-d makes a vow of eternal war against 

them: “ ה לַ  מָּ לְחָּ י־יָּד עַל־כֵס יָּהּ מִּ ר ה'וַיֹּאמֶר כִּ ר דֹּ דֹּ לֵק מִּ בַּעמֲָּ ה-י upon the throne of“ ,”׃ , a 

war against Amalek throughout the generations” (Shemot 17:16). Rashi 

                                                                 
16 Pesachim 117a. 
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comments on the verse that the incomplete spelling of Hashem’s name and the 

word for throne signify that neither will be complete in the world as long as evil, 

epitomized by Amalek, still exists.  

The term Halleluyah, incorporating the incomplete name of HaShem, is a 

praise of Hashem relevant to our world and current times – when things are still 

not ideal, when evil is still out there and Hashem’s control is far from 

universally recognized. Yet even this seemingly limited praise is considered the 

highest of all those within Tehillim. Rav Avraham Yitzchak Kook explains that 

if we can come to an understanding of the place of evil within the world – the 

fact that it has a purpose, that a world that has and overcomes evil is greater 

than one altogether without it ‒ then we can truly praise G-d with the name י-ה. 

In a world full of suffering and darkness, when we are able to look not past but 

through it in order to praise G-d, acknowledging that our pain has a purpose and 

even feel gratitude for it, that is the highest praise we can offer Him.17 This idea 

is especially pertinent to our recitation of Tehillim, which frequently comes in 

our moments of greatest pain and desperation. Out of that comes our greatest 

praise of G-d. 

 

 שיר המעלות .9

 While the other various introductions to perakim of Tehillim are 

scattered throughout the sefer, Shir haMaalot is the title of a concentrated group 

of 15 perakim, 120-134 (although 121 begins slightly differently, Shir 

l’Maalot). Literally translated as “a song of the ascents,” it is generally 

explained as describing the spiritual growth of the wise. The Midrash Shocher 

                                                                 
17 Ein Eyah, vol. 1, pp. 47-8. 
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Tov (Midrash Tehillim) explains that “ascents” is in plural (haMaalot), because 

“when Jews climb, they ascend many rungs at once.”18 This group of perakim 

were recited in the Beit haMikdash,19 the very place that inspired Jews to grow 

and climb to great spiritual heights. The Ibn Ezra adds that each song was sung 

with increasing volume by the Leviim.20 The perakim connect to the Beit 

haMikdash in many ways. According to Succah 51b, the fifteen psalms 

correspond to the fifteen steps leading to the Ezrat Yisrael, on which the Leviim 

would stand and sing these very songs. Sukkah 53b relates how Dovid haMelech 

recited these fifteen psalms in order to bring the waters of the deep back to their 

regular level after causing them to recede when digging the foundations for the 

Beit haMikdash.21 The commentary of ArtScroll Sefer Tehillim explains that 

Dovid composed Shir haMaalot to express G-d’s greatness on all levels of 

perception ‒ to speak to all people, each with his or her own unique mind and 

soul, each able to aspire to a level of perceiving the Divine glory relevant to 

where he or she is at. The commentary compares this to the Beit haMikdash, 

which was built on a mountain and had many tiers, each a level of ascending 

holiness and spirituality.22  

                                                                 
18 Midrash Shocher Tov on Tehillim 120:1. 
19 Rashi on Tehillim 120:1, Radak ibid. Specifically, these were sung during the Simchas Beis 

HaShoeva on Sukkot. 
20 Ibn Ezra on Tehillim 120:1. 
21 Dovid dug pits into which water and wine libations could flow, which were so deep they hit 

the subterranean waters, which flowed upward and threatened to flood the world. Dovid threw a 
shard with a Divine name in, causing the waters to recede by sixteen thousands cubits. In order 

to draw them back to an appropriate level for the fertility of the land, he recited the Shir 

haMaalot, which raised the waters by fifteen thousand cubits. “Ascents” may be a reference to 

the ascent of the waters. 
22 Based on the Midrash haNeelam on Bereishit. 
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Other commentators, including Rashi and Radak, maintain that Shirei 

haMaalot refer to the return of Jews to Eretz Yisrael from Babylon,23 connecting 

them to the pasuk in Ezra, בֶל בָּּ ה מִּ  the journey up from Babylon was“ הוּא יְסֻּד הַמַעלֲָּ

started” (7:9). Rav Hirsch writes that the Shirei haMaalot praise G-d for His 

ability to assist an individual or nation in rising from the depths of spiritual 

lowliness and/or physical and emotional suffering: “These psalms view the very 

strength involved in such upward striving as a demonstration of G-d’s might, 

and they proclaim it as such. Therefore, these chapters all bear the title ‘shir’, a 

song beholding the power of G-d. An ‘ascending ladder’ which leads Israel up 

from the humiliation of galut to the spiritual loftiness of its vocation as 

symbolized in the Sanctuary of the Law.” 24 These psalms, then, are essentially 

an ode to growth. They serve as a vital reminder to each Jew of their own ability 

to rise to great heights, and teach us to call out to Hashem to help us. Whether 

a physical aliya up the steps of the Beit haMikdash, or from galut to the land of 

Israel, or rising from spiritual/emotional depths, every single Jew, no matter his 

background or current state, has the power of growth within. These perakim 

enable us to tap into that innate drive to grow, and receive Divine assistance in 

our journey, which at its core is about coming closer to Hashem. 

 

 Each phrase used to open a perek of Tehillim has its own rich meaning, 

filled with layers of depth. Each teaches us a valuable lesson about how we can 

relate to Hashem, modelling our own tefillot after those of Dovid haMelech25 

                                                                 
23 This is most clearly alluded to in Perek 126, which described the joy of the returnees from 

exile. 
24 Tehillim Rav Hirsch pg. 371. 
25 As well as other composers whose works Dovid included in Sefer Tehillim – Bava Batra 14b 

lists 10 additional authors of Tehillim.  
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and taking to heart the messages he recorded for us to learn for eternity. He 

teaches us to relate to G-d from any emotional state, to offer up our full hearts 

and minds in prayer, to relate to G-d through suffering, to take advantage of 

inspiration, to recognize that G-d is the Source of all the success that we daven 

for, and, above all, to be ever-focused on growth and to ask for Divine help in 

constantly reaching upwards. The next time we open Sefer Tehillim to daven, 

we can take the first words to heart and not just gloss over them quickly, for 

they reveal so much about the coming perek and how to elevate our tefillot to a 

new level. May our tefillot be filled with increased meaning and inspiration, and 

may Hashem answer them all for the good. 

 

Sources: 

“PESACH: Sing and Song by Rabbi Reuven Chaim Klein.” Ohr Somayach, 2020, ohr.edu/8813. 

Accessed 27 Mar. 2025. 

“Mizmor 126 - the “Shir Hama’alot” | Yeshivat Har Etzion.” Yeshivat Har Etzion, 2021, 

etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/ketuvim/sefer-tehillim/mizmor-126-shir-hamaalot. Accessed 27 Mar. 

2025. 

“Psalm 104: The Inner Meaning of Hallelujah.” Rav Kook Torah, 2024, 

ravkooktorah.org/PSALM104.htm. Accessed 27 Mar. 2025. 

 

Avrohom Chaim Feuer, and Nosson Scherman. Tehillim: A New Translation with a Commentary 

Anthologized from Talmudic, Midrashic, and Rabbinic Sources . Brooklyn, N.Y., Mesorah 

Publications, 1985. 

Hirsch, Samson Raphael. The Hirsch Psalms. 1960. translated by Gertrude Hirschler, Jerusalem, 

Israel, Feldheim Publishers, 1997. 

Tehillim. edited by A.J. Rosenberg, New York, N.Y., The Judaica Press, Inc., 1991.



Page 53 
 

Carrying a Jewish ID 

Hilla Zohar 

Introduction 

Ever since Hamas attacked Israel on October 7, 2023, public 

expressions of Jewishness have been a source of contention across the world. In 

many places, such as college campuses, it has become dangerous to show signs 

of being a Jew. According to Hillel International, 83 percent of Jewish students 

on college campuses have experienced blatant anti-Semitism within the last year 

and a half, with 41 percent confessing to hiding any signs of their religion while 

in school.  

Being proud to be a Jew is a significant part of our identity as a nation. 

In his ן”ליקוטי מוהר , R’ Nachman of Breslov explains that Hashem created the 

world for His chosen nation.1 He quotes a פסוק in אֵל אֲשֶׁר בְּךָ אֶתְפָּּאָּר“ :ישעיה שְׂרָּ  2”יִּ

in which HaShem states that He will be glorified through Yisrael and derives 

from this that HaShem “ פָּה ים צָּ אֲרוּת וְהַשַעשֲׁוּעִּ תְפָּּ הַהִּ ” saw the glory and joy He 

would receive from the Jews and “ם עוֹלָּ א אֶת כָּל הָּ רָּ יל זהֶ בָּּ שְׁבִּ  because of this ”בִּ

decided to create the world. Here, Hashem is explicitly saying that He is 

glorified specifically through the Jewish people, and that they are the reason the 

world was created in the first place. That glorification is a responsibility that we 

need to live up to – we need to conduct ourselves is a manner that befits 

representatives of HaShem, acting honorably. But for our conduct to elevate 

                                                                 
ית  1 מְרוּ: בְּרֵאשִּׁ אֵל, כְמוֹ שֶׁאָּ שְׂרָּ יל יִּ שְׁבִּ א בִּּ א אֶלָּ בְרָּ ם כֻּלוֹ לֹּא נִּ ל הָּעוֹלָּ י כָּ אֵל  –ליקוטי מוהר"ן יז:א: כִּ שְׂרָּ יל יִּ שְׁבִּ בִּּ

ה לָּ אֵל עָּ שְׂרָּ י יִּ ית; כִּ א רֵאשִּׁ קְרָּ אֵ  שֶׁנִּ שְׂרָּ יִּ ים שֶׁיְקַבֵּל מִּ אֲרוּת וְהַשַעשֲׁוּעִּ תְפָּּ ה הַהִּ פָּ תְבָּּרַךְ צָּ ה, דְהַיְנוּ שֶׁהַשֵם יִּ לָּ ה תְחִּ בָּ ל, בַּמַחֲשָּׁ

ם. ל הָּעוֹלָּ א אֶת כָּ יל זֶה בָּּרָּ שְׁבִּ ר; וּבִּ אָּ אֵל אֲשֶׁר בְּךָ אֶתְפָּּ שְׂרָּ תוּב )ישעיהו מ״ט:ג׳(: יִּ  כְמוֹ שֶׁכָּ
 מ״ט:ג.ישעיהו 2
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HaShem we must be identifiable as Jews, as His people. To have the strength to 

make our identity public in today’s world we need to be confident in our unique 

role and its legitimacy.  

 

 

 

Separation, Not Assimilation 

 Obviously, a prerequisite to playing this role in creation is preserving 

our identity as Jews. Crucial to this is establishing boundaries between us and 

other nations. The 3שולחן ערוך cites a specific example in יורה דעה קי"ד 

prohibiting drinking alcohol with someone who isn’t Jewish as a way of 

avoiding social intimacy that can blur the lines between the Jewish people and 

others. This idea is separation without isolation. This is evident in Jewish 

history. We have had business dealings with non-Jews since the days of 4.תנ״ך 

When אברהם purchased מערת המכפלה from 5,עפרון when יעקב purchased part of 

                                                                 
שולחן ערוך, יורה דעה קיד:א: כל שכר של עובד כוכבים אחד שכר של תמרים או של תאנים או של שעורים או של 3

אם הביא השכר לביתו ושותהו שם מותר  תבואה או של דבש אסור משום חתנות ואינו אסור אלא במקום מכירתו אבל

 שעיקר הגזרה שמא יסעוד אצלו.
4 Tauber, Yanki. “Chabad.Org: The Hebron Purchase.” Chabad.Org, 2005, 
www.chabad.org/parshah/article_cdo/aid/2713/jewish/The-Hebron-Purchase.htm.  

וֹ ׃ 5 יר  עַר־עִּ י שַׁ  אֵַ֥ ל בָּּ ת בְּכָֹּ֖ י בְניֵ־חֵָ֑ ָ֖ה לְעֵינֵֹ֣ קְנָּ ם לְמִּ ַ֥ הָּ  בראשית לג:יח: לְאַבְרָּ

What does it mean that דוד purchased the “גרן”, “threshing floor” from him? The גרן is 

mentioned in the Hakafot said on הושענא רבה as part of a list of names for הר המוריה, the Temple 

Mount. 
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the land of שכם from the descendants of 6,חמור and דוד המלך’s transaction with 

  .for the sale of his threshing floor7 are such examples ארונה היבסי

In order to understand this separation without isolation, it is important 

to understand its source. Hashem tells משה upon his return to Egypt, “ מַר ה אָּ כֹּ

אֵל שְׂרָּ י יִּ רִּ י בְכֹּ ה בְּנִּ וָּ  explains the use of רש״י .The Jews are HaShem’s firstborn 8”.יְהֹּ

the word “בכרי” to mean “גְדֻּלָּה”, “greatness”, which implies dignity. 

Furthermore, in פרשת יתרו, Hashem tells them “ ם י וּשְׁמַרְתֶָ֖ לִֹּ֔ שְׁמְעוּ֙ בְּקֹּ וֹעַ תִּ מִּ֤ ם־שָּׁ ה אִּ וְעַתָֹּ֗

ים עַמִֹּ֔ ֹ֣ כׇּל־הָּ ה֙ מִּ י סְגֻּלָּ ִּ֤ יתֶם לִּ הְיִֹּ֙ י וִּ ָ֑ יתִּ  meaning that if the Jewish people follow His 9”,אֶת־בְּרִּ

commandments and listen to what He tells them, they will be His עם סגולה, 

which רש״י then translates to mean Hashem’s “אוצר חביב,” His cherished 

treasure.  

R’ Eliezer Melamed (author of the פניני הלכה) explains that among the 

different relationships the Jewish people have with HaShem – father and son, 

husband and wife, etc. – it is the aspect of חתן וכלה, the bride and groom, that 

best explains how Hashem chose the Jews.10 When a couple gets engaged 

( ושיןקד ), it is as if the groom is ‘designating’ the bride – she is now separated as 

special. The פניני הלכה relates the engagement to יציאת מצרים: when HaShem took 

the Jews out of slavery, He designated them as His own – He separated His 

                                                                 
וֹר 6 י־חֲמָ֖ ַ֥ד בְּנֵ  יַ וֹ מִּ הֳלֹ֔ ם֙ אׇּ ה־שָּׁ טָּ ה אֲשִֶּׁ֤ר נָּ  דֶֹ֗ ת הַשָּ קֶן אֶת־חֶלְקַֹ֣ ה׃ בראשית כג:יט: וַיִִּּ֜ יטָּ  ה קְשִּׂ ָ֖ י שְׁכֶָ֑ם בְּמֵאָּ ֹ֣  אֲבִּ

What does it mean that דוד purchased the “גרן”, “threshing floor” from him? The גרן is 
mentioned in the Hakafot said on הושענא רבה as part of a list of names for הר המוריה, the Temple 

Mount. 
לֹ֣ שמואל ב' כב:כב:  7 י עֹּ ַ֥ה אֱלֹהַָ֖ וָּ א אַעלֲֶֶ֛ה לַיהֹּ ֹֹּ֧ יר וְל מְחִֹּ֔ וֹתְךָ֙ בִּּ וֹ אֶקְנִֶּ֤ה מֵא  נֹ֙ י־קָּ א כִּ  ֹֹּ֚ וְנָּה ל לֶךְ אֶל־אֲרַֹ֗ אמֶר הַמִֶּ֜ ֹֹּ֙ ד וַי ִּ֤ וִּ קֶן דָּ ָ֑ם וַיִֹּ֙ נָּ וֹת חִּ

ים׃ שִּ  ים חֲמִּ ַ֥ לִּ ר בְּכֶָ֖סֶף שְׁקָּ קָֹּ֔ רֶן֙ וְאֶת־הַבָּּ  אֶת־הַגֹֹּ֙

What does it mean that דוד purchased the “גרן”, “threshing floor” from him? The גרן is 
mentioned in the Hakafot said on הושענא רבה as part of a list of names for הר המוריה, the Temple 

Mount. 
 שמות ד':כב. 8
 שמות י"ט:ה. 9

 פניני הלכה, תפילה טז:ז. 10
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people as special from all other nations. On the other hand in ישעיה Hashem tells 

His nation that to be servants of Hashem isn’t enough; they must reach beyond 

their own people to become a light to the other nations as well, ensuring 

knowledge of Hashem spreads to every corner of the world.11  

 may be the Chosen Nation, but it can’t come with a בני ישראל

forcefulness or haughtiness. In the words of Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, “There 

is no assertion in the Bible that the Israelites are inherently better or more moral 

than others. Their vocation represents not a privilege but a responsibility. It 

confers no material advantages, only the religious life itself...”12 There's a 

difference between understanding the truth of what makes the Jewish nation 

truly special as the Chosen Nation, and degrading everyone not like us. The 

most important thing to remember is the unique status that distinguishes 

Hashem’s people from the rest of the world.  

 

When We Forget 

 Unfortunately, there are many times throughout Jewish history when 

integration became total assimilation. The first time this occurred was in מצרים. 

Before arriving in the foreign country, יעקב sent his son יהודה ahead. רש״י 

explains that יהודה’s mission was to establish ישיבות before the rest of the family 

arrived there.13 This is derived from the word “להורת” in the pasuk, which means 

“to teach”.14  

                                                                 
י ישעיה מט:ו:  11 הְיוֹתְךָ לִּ ֹּאמֶר נָּקֵל מִּ יךָ לְאוֹר וַי יב וּנְתַתִּ אֵל לְהָּשִּׁ שְׂרָּ בְטֵי יעֲַקֹּב )ונצירי( ]וּנְצוּרֵי[ יִּ ים אֶת־שִּׁ קִּ עֶבֶד לְהָּ

רֶץ. אָּ י עַד־קְצֵה הָּ תִּ הְיוֹת יְשׁוּעָּ ם לִּ  גוֹיִּ
12 R’ Lord Jonathan Sacks, To Heal a Fractured World, pp. 65-67. 

נָּיו  לפניו.רש"י על בראשית מו:כח:  13 ה לְהוֹרוֹת לְפָּ דָּ דְרַשׁ אַגָּ ם. וּמִּ יעַ לְשָּׁ דֶם שֶׁיַגִּ ם תֵצֵא  –קֹּ שָּ לְתַקֵן לוֹ בֵּית תַלְמוּד שֶׁמִּ

ה: אָּ  הוֹרָּ
שֶׁן׃ 14 ה גֹּ  אוּ אַַ֥רְצָּ שְׁנָּה וַיָּבָֹּ֖ ָ֖יו גָֹּ֑ נָּ ת לְפָּ ף לְהוֹרַֹּ֥ נָּיו֙ אֶל־יוֹסֵֹ֔ לִַּ֤ח לְפָּ ה שָּׁ  בראשית מו:כח: וְאֶת־יְהוּדָָּ֞
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Additionally, מדרש רבה on שיר השירים teaches us that the Hebrews (as 

they were then known) in Egypt kept three crucial and defining aspects of their 

nation separate from their מצרי counterparts: their names, language, and style of 

dress.15 The מדרש רבה in במדבר explains that specifically in the merit of this 

separation the Jews were redeemed from Egypt.16   

It is noteworthy that the generation that entered Egypt under the rule of 

 mentions תורה the שמות In the first chapter of .שבטים and אבות included both יוסף

the death of not only יוסף, but also ofוּא וֹר הַה  ל הַדַ֥ יו וְכָֹּ֖  his brothers and – וְכׇּל־אֶחָֹּ֔

everyone else of that generation.17 Just two פסוקים later it states “ׁש ָ֖ דָּ לֶךְ־חָּ ם מֶ  ַַֽ֥קׇּ  18”,וַיָּ

a new king arose over Egypt who appeared to have never heard of יוסף, and that 

is when the trouble started. This raises a question: what happened after the end 

of a holy generation that started the slavery of the Hebrews in Egypt?  

 The ספורנו explains that the phrase “וּא וֹר הַה  ל הַדַ֥  by joining the 70 ,”וְכָֹּ֖

souls that originally went down to Egypt to יעקב and the שבטים, is teaching us 

that none of that whole generation came to “קלקול גמור,” meaning to assimilate.19 

The following pasuk tells of the immediate growth of the nation after the 

passing of this first generation. It ends with the seemingly unnecessary words 

ם“ תָּ  רֶץ אֹּ ָ֖ אָּ לֵַ֥א הָּ מָּ  the land of Egypt became filled with Jews. These words are 20 ,”וַתִּ

there to teach us that in addition to growing in numbers the Jews became 

significantly more assimilated into the Egyptian culture – they filled the land, 

                                                                 
 השירים רבה ד:יב:  שיר 15
גְאֲלוּ 16 ן נִּ זְכוּתָּ ם וּבִּ צְרַיִּ אֵל בְּמִּ שְׂרָּ ן שֶׁל יִּ יוּ בְּיָּדָּ דוֹת טוֹבוֹת שֶׁהָּ לשׁ מִּ  /במדבר רבה ג:יט: שָּׁ

See Simmons, Rabbi Shraga. “Aishet.Com: The Process of Assimilation.” Aish.Com, 20 Dec. 

2021, aish.com/48950346/.  
וּא׃שמות א:ו 17 וֹר הַה  ל הַדַ֥ יו וְכָֹּ֖ ל־אֶחָֹּ֔ ת יוֹסֵף֙ וְכׇּ ִּ֤מׇּ  : וַיָּ
ף׃ 18 א־יָּדַָ֖ע אֶת־יוֹסֵ   ֹּ ם אֲשֶַׁ֥ר ל יִּ ָ֑ צְרָּ ָ֖שׁ עַל־מִּ דָּ לֶךְ־חָּ ם מֶ  ַַֽ֥קׇּ  שמות א:ז: "וַיָּ
 ספורנו על שמות א:ו: וכל הדור ההוא. כל שבעים נפש, שלא בא הדור לקלקול גמור כל ימיהם: 19

ם׃20 תָּ  ָ֖רֶץ אֹּ אָּ א הָּ לֵַ֥ מָּ ד וַתִּ ד מְאָֹּ֑ מְאֹֹּ֣ וּ בִּּ וּ וַיַ עַצְמָ֖ וּ וַיִּרְבַּ֥ שְׁרְצֶ֛ ַֽיִּ וּ וַ  ל פָּּרֹ֧ אֵֹ֗ שְׂרָּ י יִּ   שמות א:ז: "וּבְנֵֹ֣
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no longer remaining in גושן and learning at the ישיבה that יהודה had established 

years beforehand.21 According to the ספורנו, this is why פרעה didn't know the 

Hebrew people to be descendants of the יוסף who had saved his country – they 

didn’t act in the same esteemed way.22 The Egyptians didn’t associate this 

generation with the previous one who had commanded respect from the king. 

They were becoming an invasive species that simply had to be dealt with.  

 When at the Pesach Seder we recount our slavery and eventual exodus 

from Egypt it is more than a late night family sing along story hour. It’s a crucial 

opportunity to remember that we were slaves and how it was that we became 

slaves – through assimilation. The Jewish people throughout time have a 

commandment to remember the story of 23.יציאת מצרים If the Jewish people 

forget that they are special, that Hashem chose them in the year 2448 at the base 

of הר סיני, and that we have an obligation to retain our distinct identity, He will 

send a reminder; we will find ourselves in slavery again. 

 

Fighting Back/Survival 

 in Egypt is the perfect example of staying true to Hashem despite יוסף 

being immersed in a foreign environment. He could have used a number of 

excuses to turn from the ways of his father, יעקב –he had been sold by his own 

brothers, G-d had sent him to be a servant and then a prisoner with no apparent 

reason for his suffering; and yet, the Torah tells us that יוסף is praiseworthy for 

                                                                 
  עיין ילקוט שמעוני שמות א:קסב. 21
 ספורנו על שמות א:ח: "ויקם מלך חדש על מצרים וכו'. אף על פי שהיה זכרון ממנו בדברי הימים למלכים בלי 22

יןספק, בפרט בענ החדוש אשר שם לחוק לא עלתה על לב המלך החדש אפשרות היותו מזה העם, ושהיה עם זה ראוי  

 לשאת פנים לעמו בעבורו:
ר 23 זְכֹֹּ֗ עַן תִּ ם לְ מַֹ֣ יִּ צְרַֹ֔ אתָּ֙  מֵאֶֹ֣רֶץ מִּ וֹן יָּצָּ֙ זֹ֗ פָּּ י בְחִּ ֹ֣ י כִּ נִּ וֹת לֶֹ֣חֶם עָֹּ֑ ַ֥יו מַצָ֖ לָּ אכַל־עָּ ים תֹּ  ֶ֛ בְעַַ֥ת יָּמִּ ץ שִּׁ מֵֹ֔ יו֙ חָּ לָּ  דברים טז:ג: לֹּא־תֹּאכִַּ֤ל עָּ

י חַיֶ יךָ׃ ל יְמֵַ֥ ם כָֹּ֖ יִּ צְרַֹ֔ אתְךָ֙ מֵאֶֹ֣רֶץ מִּ וֹם צֵ   אֶת־יִּ֤
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staying true to the ideals he was raised with. In the beginning of ספר שמות it 

recounts who went down to Egypt with 24,יעקב clarifying that “ ויוסף היה

 on the verse questions the seemingly redundant addition of these רש”י 25”.במצרים

last three words – wasn’t יוסף and family included in the overall 70 people? 

According to י”רש  the חומש is praising the strength of יוסף, recognizing his 

ability to remain true to the teachings of his father despite his foreign surrounds 

and past.26 

 In the case of modern day religious Jewry, יוסף proves to be the ideal 

role model. The Jewish nation is scattered across all four corners of the globe, 

constantly involved with the secular world. יוסף didn't hide, he didn’t try to blend 

in with his Egyptian captors. This is made clear when פערה’s cupbearer offers a 

solution to help the king interpret his confusing dreams of cows and wheat. The 

 a young 27,”נער עברי“ refers to the prisoner who could help as a שר המשקים

Hebrew man; יוסף was always easily identified as an עברי, never obscuring his 

true identity. Just a few פסוקים later, when brought before the king to interpret 

his dreams, יוסף makes it very clear that יוסף’s G-d is the one who gives him the 

ability to do such a thing.28  

 It is important to understand several valuable ideas from this story of 

 to remain true to one’s beliefs and commitment to Hashem, as well as to :יוסף

not be afraid to show what makes a person Jewish. If one can realize, as יוסף 

did, that everything comes directly from Hashem, he or she can better have 

                                                                 
ם׃ 24 יִּ צְרָּ  ַ֥ה בְמִּ יָּ ף הָּ ָ֑פֶשׁ וְיוֹסֵָ֖ ים נָּ ֹ֣ בְעִּ ב שִּׁ י יֶ ַֽרֶךְ־יעֲַקָֹּ֖ צְאֵַ֥ ל־נֶֶ֛פֶשׁ יֹּ י כׇּ ַֽיְהִֹּ֗  שמות א:ה: וַ 

25 Ibid. 
כְלַל  רש"י שמות א:ה: 26 יוּ בִּּ נָּיו הָּ ם? וַהֲלֹּא הוּא וּבָּ צְרַיִּ יָּה בְּמִּ ים שֶׁהוּא הָּ ינוּ יוֹדְעִּ יִּ י לֹּא הָּ א לְלַמְדֵנוּ? וְכִּ ים, וּמַה בָּּ בְעִּ שִּׁ

ם, וְנעַשֲָּׂ  צְרַיִּ יָּה בְּמִּ יו, הוּא יוֹסֵף שֶׁהָּ בִּ תוֹ שֶׁל יוֹסֵף, הוּא יוֹסֵף הָּרוֹעֶה אֶת צֹּאן אָּ דְקָּ יעךֲָ צִּ א לְהוֹדִּ דְקוֹ אֶלָּ ה מֶלֶךְ, וְעוֹמֵד בְּצִּ
 ה(:)שמות רב

נוּ  27 תִָּּ֜ ם אִּ י בראשית מא:יב: וְשָֹּׁ֙ ֹ֗ בְרִּ וֹ נַֹ֣עַר עִּ ישׁ כַחֲלֹמָ֖ ַ֥ ינוּ אִּ תֵָ֑ ָ֖נוּ אֶת־חֲלֹמֹּ ר־לָּ פְתׇּ וֹ וַיִּ נְסַפֶּר־לֹ֔ ים וַֹ֙ חִֹּ֔ בֶד לְשַֹׂ֣ר הַטַבָּּ ר׃עֶֹ֚ תָּ   פָּּ
ר  28 ה לֵאמָֹּ֖ ף אֶת־פַּרְעֶֹּ֛ עַן יוֹסֵֹ֧ נֶָ֖ה בראשית מא:טז: וַיַֹ֙ ים יעֲַ י אֱלֹהִִּ֕ ָ֑ דָּ לְעָּ הבִּּ וֹם פַּרְעֹּ   ׃אֶת־שְׁלַ֥
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confidence in his or her internal and outwardly expressed loyalty to HaShem. 

This allows a person to remain faithfully Jewish even while living in a world 

with very different values to those of a תורה Jew. 
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Stages of Geulah Through One Word  פקד: 

Naomi Akerman 

 

When Yosef was on his deathbed, he told his brothers, “ אלקים פקד יפקד

 hinting to Yetzias Mitzrayim. However, when this same word was used ,1”אתכם

in Sefer Bamidbar – “2”כי תשא את ראש בני ישראל לפקודיהם – it has a different 

meaning. In that instance, the word פקד means “to number”. I would like to show 

how פקד conveys many meanings in Tanach but all of them relate to aspects of 

the process of geulah. 

 

R’ Tzadok HaKohen teaches that in order to find the essence of 

something we look at where it is first mentioned in the Torah.3 The term פקד 

first appears in the Torah when Sarah becomes pregnant. The pasuk preceding 

her conception announces: “וה' פקד את שרה”, “And Hashem remembered 

Sarah.”4 Ramban tells us to translate the term פקד as “remember”. Ramban 

supports this by pointing out that remembrance is appropriate to the moment. 

When both Rachel’s5 and Chana’s6 pregnancies were announced in a very 

similar context as with the announcement of Sarah’s pregnancy the pasukim use 

the term “ויזכר”, Hashem remembered. Ramban adds something that is crucial 

                                                                 
1 Bereshis 50:24. 
2 Shemos 30:12. 
3 Rav Tzadok HaKohen of Lublin, Yisrael Kedoshim, ch. 7. 
4 Bereshis 21:1. 
5 Bereshis 30:2. 
6 Shmuel I 1:19. 
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to our discussion: “ והשגחה על הנפקדאין פקידה אלא לשון זכירה  ”, “the word פקד means 

remembering and focused attention on the remembered one.”7  

Ramban brings several examples to support this understanding of the 

root פקד, including the pasuk that opens this essay: 

לאברהם יצחק ויעקבמן הארץ הזאת אל הארץ אשר נשבע  ואלקים פקד יפקד אתכם והעלה אתכם 

   

 “And Hashem will surely remember you and take you out of this land, and 

bring you up to the Land that He promised to Avraham, Yitzchak, and 

Yaakov.”8 

Coming at the very end of Sefer Breishis, this promise is the prelude to the 

slavery of Egypt and one of the most famous pesukim in all of Torah. This is 

because Yosef’s promise that Hashem will “פקד יפקד” “remember the Jews” was 

the code by which Moshe’s claim to have met God was corroborated when he 

told the elders that HaShem would “ פקדתי אתכם פקד ”, “remember to take you 

out...”9 Translating  פקד  as “remember” is further supported because when the 

geulah was first set in motion, the pasuk says, “ ויזכר אלקים וישמע אלקים את נאקתם 

 And Hashem heard their cries, and He remembered His“ ,”את בריתו

promise .”10 Since the first mention of Hashem planning out the salvation comes 

through remembering, it makes sense that when the salvation actually begins, it 

starts with remembering – “פקד פקדתי” “I remember and am paying close 

attention.” In fact, the Ramban mentions this pasuk of פקד פקדתי אתכם as another 

example of פקד meaning “remember”.11 

                                                                 
7 Ramban, Bereshis 21:1. 
8 Bereshis 50:24. 
9 Shemos 3:16, see Rashi Shemos 3:18. 
10 Ibid. 2:24. 
11 Ramban, Bereshis 21:1. 
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One of the clearest examples of פקד being tied to geulah is found in 

Sefer Ezra, when Koresh allows the Jews to return to Israel after the 70 year 

Exile in Babylon:  

  עלי לבנות לו בית בירושלם אשר ביהודה פקדכה אמר כרש מלך פרס... והוא 

“So says Koresh, King of Persia… and He has appointed me to build 

for Him a House in Jerusalem.”12  

Another example can be found in Sefer Yirmiyahu when Yirmiyahu 

HaNavi prophesizes:  

ראה הפקדתיך היום הזה על הגוים ועל הממלכות לנתוש ולנתוץ ולהאביד ולהרוס לבנות 

  ולנטוע

“See I appoint you today over the peoples and the kingdoms to destroy 

and to overthrow to build and to plant.”13  

These pesukim in Ezra and Yirmiyahu reference geulah explicitly using 

the wording of פקד. However, in these pesukim פקד means “appointing”, a more 

advanced stage of the process of geulah than mere remembering. The 

appointment, whether previously prophesied or currently happening, is there to 

aid the coming of the geulah. King Koresh appointed Ezra to build the Second 

Temple, and Yirmiyahu’s nevuah prophesied the end of the Diaspora, including 

the appointment of someone to transition the world from war to peace.  

There is yet another meaning to פקד that's crucial for our analysis. 

 

At the beginning of Parshas Ki Sisa in Shemos, Moshe takes a census 

of Bnei Yisrael: 

                                                                 
12 Ezra 1:2. 
13 Yirmiyahu 1:10. 
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לפקודיהםכי תשא את ראש בני ישראל     

When you take a census of Bnei Yisrael to count them.14  

This is the first of numerous censuses that Moshe took of the Jews. Here 

 is used to mean counting. This census occurred after the Chet HaEgel, to פקד

count how many remained after the sinners were killed. There is another census 

in Bamidbar after the Mishkan was built to atone for the sin of the Egel which 

also uses the term פקד for counting.15 Coming in the context of repentance Rashi 

comments on this counting that it was done out of love.16 Thes two pasukim 

show פקידה at the beginning and end of the process galus and geulah: after the 

Chet HaEgel, Hashem withdrew His Shechina17  – galus – and they were 

counted (פקד). And when the Jews built the Mishkan to atone, bringing the 

Shechina back to them – geula – they were counted (פקד).  

 

Another pasuk uses פקד in a very different way, but still deeply 

connected to the process of geula. In the second dibra of the Aseres HaDibros 

HaShem states: 

עון אבת על בנים על שלשים ועל  פקדלא תשתחוה להם ולא תעבדם כי אנכי יהוה אלהיך אל קנא 

בעים לשנאיר  

Do not bow to them, and do not serve them (foreign gods). For I am Hashem, 

your God, a zealous God, who פקד the sins of fathers onto children and onto 

third and fourth generations of those who reject Me.18 

 

                                                                 
14 Shemos 30:12. 
15 Bamidbar 1:3. 
16 Rashi on Bamidbar 1:1. 
17 Shemos 33:3. 
18 Shemos 20:5. 
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 is used in this context with the meaning of “paying attention”. HaKetav פקד

V’HaKabalah says that the פקד means drawing attention to it in order to take 

action on it. This means that Hashem highlights the sins of fathers onto their 

children so they can be fixed.19 Here פקד brings suffering in this world to atone 

for sin.  

This is specifically relevant to our previous discussion mention of Chet 

HaEgel. The pasuk tells us: 

עלהם  פקדי ופקדתיועתה לך נחה את העם אל אשר דברתי לך הנה מלאכי ילך לפניך וביום 

 חטאתם:

 Now go, lead the people to the place about which I have spoken to you; 

behold, my Angel shall go before you; nevertheless in the day when I take stock 

I will visit the consequences of their sin upon them.20 

 

Rashi says on this verse that every pain the Jews experience contains some of 

the pain necessary to atone for Chet HaEgel.21 So, the purpose of the pain 

inflicted is to atone for a sin in this case. When Hashem draws attention to a sin 

that needs atonement to bring punishment it may not be in the pleasant, but it is 

the prerequisite for the eventual geula. This is what galus is; a state that is to fix 

ongoing problems or wrongdoings that we or our ancestors committed. But the 

purpose is so that the geulah can come. 

 

We see the different uses of the term פקד correspond to different stages 

in the process of geulah. In the first stage, Hashem remembers. This means 

                                                                 
19 See HaKetav V'HaKabalah on ibid.  
20 Shemos 32:34. 
21 See Rashi on ibid 32:34. 
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Hashem initiates the salvation process. With Sarah, it meant allowing her to 

conceive. With the Jews, it meant focusing attention onto them and their need 

for salvation. As the Ramban stated, remembrance means attention allotted to 

the one remembered. The pasuk following Hashem’s remembrance in Egypt is, 

 Hashem knew.”22 Rashi elaborates that “knowing” in this“ ,”וידע אלקים“

instance, means attention focused on the Jews.23  

In the second stage, Hashem appoints a leader. In the case of Egypt, 

Hashem sent Moshe, and with the culmination of Galus Bavel, it was Ezra. And 

finally, counting: Hashem shows His love by giving us an individual count in 

order to lay the foundation for an established return of the Shechina.  

We daven for the geulah each day. But what does geulah mean? It is a 

complex process with numerous stages. This one word, פקד, holds the secret to 

all that we yearn for. In the prayer of Ya’aleh V’Yavo, פקד can be found 

numerous times, interspersed with זכירה, a word as we said earlier it closely 

resembles. In this tefillah, we ask Hashem to remember us and the geulah. The 

tefillah clearly speaks of the Salvation, “ וזכרון כל … וזכרון ירושלים… וזכרון משיח

בית ישראלעמך  ,” “And remember Mashiach… and remember Jerusalem… and 

remember all of Your Nation, Beis Yisrael.”24 When we daven for geulah, we 

ask to be remembered for good, as the tefillah continues, we ask to have 

Mashiach come, and we ask for the Beis HaMikdash to be rebuilt. This one 

word, פקד covers every aspect.  

 

                                                                 
22 Shemos 2:25. 
23 See Rashi on ibid. 
24 Yaaleh v’Yavo is found in Shemoneh Esrei and Birchas HaMazon. See Tehillim 80:15 where 

 is used in reference to Yisrael in the context of the final geula. See Isaiah 24:21-22 where פקד

  .is used in the context of punishing the evildoers in the context of the final geula פקד
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The word פקד is used throughout Tanach in a variety of forms, hinting 

to geulah in its many stages. Its first use hints at the first step of geulah; Hashem 

remembers. Hashem, then, appoints a leader, and finally, Mashiach. Hashem 

counts us, which lays the groundwork for the established return of the 

Shechinah. But we must remember how the geulah first started in Egypt: 

Hashem heard our cries. Davening is the key to sparking the geulah. Imyertza 

Hashem, may we merit in our days the Geulah Shilaima with all its stages.
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