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Selected emails from our listeners
Answers to the questions

Hi my name is Zevi Markovic. I just wanted say the answer to this week's
riddle, the question being according to 7"an11 nvw why did Moshe only wish to
go to »"x because he would be able to fulfill the Mitzvos that are dependent
on the land. The first anon qwn on 381 nw1o answers that nwn actually was o»pn
Yishuv *"x since the verse that the mxn is deduced from is actually referring to
7 12 where nwn reached. Therefore the only reason he wanted go to the
boundaries of what we call >"x was to fulfill those nmu» that only came after
the land was conquered.

Answers to the questions - Previous Shows
Show 229 — Pets in Halacha & Hashkafa
Answer to the question: n"ann NU'W7 |I'Y? IN1DW 'TNNN
O 1T’ n"'winrtya
X"0"7Y 'OWIVD'7 TIT 20N TIADY
2"W9TH I NNMIXN TR IR 21090 7V WAl '9 P nMINA 'MRxn

X7 D'7172 AR'M DNINY7 0Nxn D NNRY 7T DNMNAT? DYRIELNIDY MY AT D ynwn 2mann

VWD INCTINYD 2ATDT 779107 217 yin NRX7 1Y nwn AT, 0w N1 NN

Y NIINQ D'POIVI DAYI'Y MIYYYW KXAN K70 NN D21 N1DWUN IR DITA D J7UK PR
MDY DT K7W 'Yl MDY AtXn D YT N TARE " 17'9N1 ,0N"1 TNY N1DY D 11N
N TI21 N NYYN IXY ANTOA DNMKD NIRON NND INKRIE PYAN WYY INKR K78 78" 9w DN
W' ORTE KX, >>>> 98 17'98 NNINA D'P0IVY NYWA 12 RXID K71 D WA 'RY NN pUnn X'm
INNIYN IRD NN, <<<K<KNIY N 7un 0 D 7102 N1DY DIXIWNY DN7 1901 'K NI
N1 INXIYN NINNA N0N71 2'0 N2 NIDWN DIRIWN Y1 XXT,N1DWN NIXIYA 11100 N1'NA '9D
NN D'POIVY NMWY A1 WATAN NI NOIdN NI XN 7V N1DW NRIYN AN N0nY71 UTiznn
NI NN IR NN K'Y N1DY AT X7 D 7T DNNAT AWM Al LN DTN non’l
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NT ,WI90 NIYYYT 7TX¥1I' X7 NAN' NINAY DA ,DN¥AN 78I NRY D' TV D' DYI DX Q!
JITNN NN 'YX ONMM'Y KIN 1NN 72'02N0 1IKA 72X NIY IR KD AN ININYRA D DX

q"U'ny

1¥NN IR NI'NA7 "NT 7an . na? n70a K7 n1nwn Tyw 0"anan nu'wY Nt 9% i Ao

.N011N N1 7¢ TN

and 0 "own 10 X?' NM1Dwnw amd XY axdN D"ann 1w Myn oRT LTIV 7"WONI

21T ."n702 X7 n1ownl” ;n1nwnn X nwITpnw
.0'"7910 DNIY'wUN7 ND W
Chezky Burger
Comments on the Show

Chazal say 7y x2x 1K Xon 117 a3 2> which means the one who says that Dovid
Hamelech sinned is only guilty of a mistake and is not an Apikores. Because
if you read the verses simply it really seems that he sinned.

O2IWRD 717

I was in Ohr Shraga (the learning camp affiliated with Torah Vodaath) and I
heard Rav Yakkov Zt"| say the following during his Seudah Shlishis Drasha:
"It says in Parshas Beshalach owwm came out of Mitzrayim. Rashi says that
only one out of five were Zoche to leave Mitzrayim. Some say, only one out
of fifty were Zoche to leave and some say only one out of five hundred were
Zoche to leave," Rav Yaakov continued, "The same will be by the anvi a7,
one out of five will be Zoche, and according to some only one out of fifty will
be zoche and according to the third opinion only one out of five hundred will
be Zoche."

This Drasha really disturbed me for years, since I sincerely believed that we
were all on a very high Madrega. However, after 15 years of working for the
government as an auditor reviewing the accuracy of financial records, I may



have understood what the great Ish Emes, Rav Yaakov Zt"l| meant.

Although we are very scrupulous and never physically steal from each other,
perhaps only one out of five do not steal from the government through
illegal entitlements. Perhaps, I am not the one out of fifty that reports all his
income to the government when I file my tax return, and perhaps only one
out of five hundred are on the level of Rav Yaakov who reported even a
Safek income to the government on his personal tax return.

There is a famous story that when Rav Yakkov was given a sterling silver
Becher from Torah Vodaath as a gift, that he went to a pawn shop to
determine the value of the silver Becher so he could report it on his tax
return. He claimed he only got this Becher because he was once an
employee of Torah Vodaath and it should be considered as wages and not as
a non-taxable gift since other Rabbonim who did not work for Torah Vodaath
did not get this gift. Based on the comments from the esteemed guests on
Headlines, it appears that the Sefer, "The Making of a Godol," was written by
an Ish Emes, the son of Rav Yakkov, the greatest Ish Emes of the m7 but we
were just not Zoche to read what was Emes even though we may have a
tremendous need to become more Emes.

Raphael Z. Grossman

Two-Letter Combinations in Tanach that Never Occur - It's Not Only the
Gimmel and Tes

R. Dovid,

I started listening to this week's program, and you mentioned the GR'A
regarding the Gimmel and Tes never appearing next to each other, which is
why a divorce document is called a Get. You also noted from HaRav Chaim
Kanievsky that certain other two-letter combinations never occur.

You may be interested to know that, over 20 years ago, I searched every



two-letter combination in Tanach with the aid of a computer, and discovered
that 6 two-letter combinations never occur in either direction, and another
13 two-letter combinations do not occur in one direction, but do occur in the
other direction.

Please see attached and feel free to share.
Kol Tuv!

Sincerely,

Daniel Balsam

Response: Correct!

The Gaon is still correct, as all the others are pronounced in the
same manner, tongue etc

Only v-» are pronounced using totally different parts of the mouth, so
their desperation is most pronounced

re: interview with Dr. Chaim Waxman- How could anyone know that Reb
Nosson was never asked for forgiveness; it's impossible to know that.

Yaakov M. Berger
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7703
LETTER COMBINATIONS IN 5mn

It has been said in the name of the x»1 that the letters 1 and v never
occur together in the entire 771n, and therefore a divorce document

is called a va in the mwn and xm3, because the very word connotes
separation. Some take this a step further, and say in the name of the
x» that 1 and v are the only two letters which never occur

together in 77n. This latter statement is incorrect, however, and
should not be attributed to the xma.

Since there are 22 letters in the Hebrew alphabet, 484 (22 x 22)
combinations (of two letters each) are possible. With the aid of a
computer, every possibility was checked. The following
combinations of letters never occur in the entire 77in (in either

order):

V3
. 3
)
or
X7
e

O th s B b =

In addition, there are 13 two-letter combinations which never
occur in the following order, but de occur in the opposite order:
o3, X1, 11, V7, X7, T, OY, ¥V, PY, WO, 1Y, W, 1D

All other two-letter combinations (459 to be exact) do occur in
77in, many with great frequency.

Researched by: R. Daniel Balsam
TIwn 19°1 M



Rabbi Shimon Szimonowitz
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INTRODUCTION:
THE STORIES WE TELL

To pay for my father’s funeral
I borrowed money from people
He already owed money to.
One called him a nobody.

No, I said, he was a failure.
You can’t remember

A nobody’s name, that’s why
They're called nobodies.

Failures are unforgettable.

—Philip Schultz, “Failure”

A man of genius makes no mistakes; his errors are volitional and are the portals

of discovery.
—James Joyce, Ulysses

Jews, said Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav, as opposed to other cultures, do not
tell stories to lull children to sleep but rather to wake them up. But what
are those stories, in fact, that wake us up? Typically, Jewish storytelling is
associated with lofty tales of hagiographic piety that recount the greatness
and righteous deeds of religious leaders. This, however, is not one of those
stories. This is a story of sin and failure and its place within Jewish thought
and life. It is not a racy exposé or tell-all but a frank and honest discussion
of some of the lesser known aspects of sin and failure and their place within
Judaism. Ultimately it is a story that I hope wakes up some who seem to be
drifting asleep.
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Introduction: The Stories We Tell

Judaism has a complex relationship with failure and sin, particularly
as it relates to storytelling. In 2002 Rabbi Nathan Kaminetsky published
a book entitled Making of a Godol. The book was intended to be a mul-
ti-volume biography of his father, Rabbi Yaakov Kaminetsky (1891-1986).
Only one volume, which covered the first two decades of his father’s life,
was published. As a book it is nearly unreadable. There are a little more
than sixty pages covering the sequential life of Rabbi Yaakov’s early years;
the other twelve hundred pages or so comprise confusing footnotes and
excurses delving into each detailed aspect of his life. When it was first pub-
lished, hardly anyone cared to read it. And then it was banned." A group
of rabbis in Israel felt that the book was disparaging of the Jewish leaders
of previous generations. Their claim was not without merit. Making of a
Godol is certainly not your typical religious storybook. For outsiders to
the Orthodox community the offending passages seem entirely innocuous.
But for those who were raised listening to their parents read saintly tales of
rabbis from previous generations, it was certainly jarring to discover that
Rabbi Aharon Kotler wrote love letters to his fiancée. Or that the famed
Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan, known as the Hafetz Hayyim, struggled with
depression. Or that Rabbi Yisrael Salanter smoked cigarettes. These were
not the stories that mothers told their children. Jewish stories, it seemed,
should be carefully sanitized to avoid sullying the reputation of their pro-
tagonists or, more dreadfully, the ears of the reader.

Sanitized stories and ideas are certainly an important part of Jewish
education. Rabbi Shimon Schwab admirably defended the importance of
sanitized storytelling. He writes:

What ethical purpose is served by preserving a realistic historic picture?
Nothing but the satisfaction of curiosity. We should tell ourselves and our
children the good memories of the good people, their unshakeable faith, their
staunch defense of tradition, their life of truth, their impeccable honesty, their
boundless charity and their great reverence for Torah and Torah sages. What
is gained by pointing out their inadequacies and their contradictions? We

want to be inspired by their example and learn from their experience.”

He is not wrong. I, for one, am glad that my mother did not tuck me in
at night reading to me the litany of mistakes and infractions committed
by rabbis throughout history. It does not bother me when I read a rab-
binic biography that exclusively recounts the piety and holiness of leaders
from previous generations. In fact I find it inspiring. Others may find that



Introduction: The Stories We Tell

sanitized stories are left with a hospital-like, uncomfortable odor when
they are stripped of their more historical—and often borderline-heretical —
aspects. I don’t. So why spend so much time discussing sin and failure?

The Stories We Tell

An Emory University study illuminates the importance of discussing sin
and failure. Dr. Marshall Duke, along with his Emory colleagues Robyn
Fivush and Jennifer G. Bohanek, designed a survey called “Do You Know,”
which asks children questions about their family narrative.’ Do you know
how your parents met? Do you know where your grandparents grew up?
Which person in the family do you act most like? They formed a list of
twenty questions about family narrative and discovered that the more
children knew about their family, the better they thrived when faced with
adversity. Based on these questions, they then explored the different sorts
of narratives that shape families. As recounted by Bruce Feiler in his New
York Times column “The Stories That Bind Us,” they found there are essen-
tially three thematic narratives that families tell. Feiler writes:

First, the ascending family narrative: “Son, when we came to this country,
we had nothing. Our family worked. We opened a store. Your grandfather
went to high school. Your father went to college. And now you. . .. Second
is the descending narrative: “Sweetheart, we used to have it all. Then we lost
everything.”™

The narrative, however, that cultivated the most resilience and strength
among families was the third type, which Duke calls “the oscillating family
narrative.” This form of family narrative integrates moments of success—
wealth, marriages, promotions—with moments of failure such as illness,
layofts, and death. When children hear their family’s oscillating narra-
tive and know that nonetheless their family persevered, a sense of cour-
age and resilience is conveyed that will allow them to transcend their own
moments of tribulation. “The bottom line,” writes Feiler, “if you want a
happier family, create, refine, and retell the story of your family’s positive
moments and your ability to bounce back from the difficult ones. That act
alone may increase the odds that your family will thrive for many genera-
tions to come.”

Like family, religion is also a story. It begins with biblical stories but
is perpetuated with the continued traditions each family tells. Moments of

Xiii
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Introduction: The Stories We Tell

doubt, moments of inspiration, transitions toward observance and jour-
neys away—our religious practice is informed by different forms of narra-
tive. The Bible itself compares life to a book, each life containing a different
story.’

What stories, then, does Judaism tell? For many it is an ascending nar-
rative with a secular beginning and a religious destination. Others follow
a descending narrative in which religious life was primarily an exit door
from behavioral constraints and theological frustration. I hope this book,
with its candid look at sin and failure, helps others develop an oscillating
narrative about their Judaism. Granted, sin and failure cannot be the only
stories we tell, and this book thus shouldn’t be the only book on anyone’s
shelf. But a book about sin still serves a purpose of sorts and its presence on
our shelf helps ensure we tell the right stories.

Rabbi Yitzhak Hutner (1906-80) was no stranger to oscillating narra-
tives. Born in Warsaw, he narrowly missed the 1929 massacre in Hevron.
He spent time studying at the University of Berlin before eventually set-
tling in the United States, where he led Yeshivat Rabbeinu Chaim Berlin in
Brooklyn. In September 1970, while traveling with his daughter, her hus-
band, and a student, his plane was hijacked by the Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine. Throughout the harrowing ordeal he managed to
maintain his dignity. When offered a can of soda by one of the terrorists,
Rabbi Hutner, known for his sharp wit and humor, reminded the terror-
ist that he prefers his Pepsi cold. While he survived the ordeal, a finished
manuscript of his book on Shavuot was lost and had to be rewritten from
scratch. Aside from the theologically complex and sophisticated volumes
of writing he left, Rabbi Hutner also stands out as a moving advocate for
the oscillating narrative, particularly in his published correspondence.

“Everyone is in awe of the Hafetz Hayyim,” writes Rabbi Hutner, refer-
ring to Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan of Radin (1838-1933), who wrote a famed
compendium on proper speech in Jewish law.* But who actually considers,
he asks, how many struggles, difficulties, and battles the Hafetz Hayyim had
to wage in order to develop his famed meticulousness with language? This
is likely the most oft-cited letter of Rabbi Hutner and for good reason. The
letter, which begins by lamenting the hagiographic nature of rabbinic nar-
ratives, reminds a student that greatness does not emerge from the serenity
of our good inclinations but from our struggles with our baser tendencies.
The verse in Proverbs (24:16), “the righteous fall seven times and stand up,”
has been perennially misunderstood. It is not despite this failure that the
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righteous stand up—it is because of the fall that the righteous are able to
stand confidently. Greatness does not emerge despite failure; it is a product
of failure.

But our narratives, both personal and religious, have become warped.
We think of success as a sequential line that over the course of time points
upwards. Instead, success in any endeavor is a winding, meandering jour-
ney with many false starts, unfulfilled promises, and public failures. The
distinction between the straight, sequential narratives we tell and those
more winding and twisted stories we actually live are reflected in the
Hebrew words for song. Throughout Psalms, the words shir [1°%] and
mizmor [1111] frequently appear as synonyms for hymns. What is the dif-
ference between the words shir and mizmor? A shir shares the same root as
the word shura [77], the Hebrew word for straight line. Shirah are our
songs of appreciation for those sequential moments of accomplishment in
our life as well as prayers that the trajectory of our life should proceed
accordingly. The root of the word mizmor is zemer [271]—the Hebrew word
for a vine. Vines loop, twist, and curve. During moments of setback and
failure, mizmor is a reminder that those moments are part of our song as
well. Life surely will be comprised of lines and vines, moments of shir and
mizmor—both, however, must be sung.

Our Story, in Blurbs

Nothing highlights our complicated relationship with religious narrative
better than the narratives we tell about ourselves. But when, honestly, are we
ever telling our narrative truthfully? The culprit for our narrative neurosis is
the typical structure of our bio blurbs. You may have seen a bio blurb for an
author or a scholar-in-residence. They look something like this:”

After graduating from Harvard University, John Leiner received the prestigious
MacArthur Genius Grant. A gifted teacher who has lectured throughout the
world, Dr. Leiner is currently the CEO of the Leiner Foundation. His daily
insights can be found at JohnLeiner.com.

Sound familiar?

I find bio blurbs very eerie, like looking at a photoshopped family
photo. Vague phrases are always used like “sought-after speaker” and
“internationally-renowned” that would seem narcissistic if spoken but are
strangely accepted practice in bio blurb writing etiquette.

XV
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The absurdity of the bio blurb is only fully realized after writing one’s
own. The first realization that immediately descends is that everyone writes
his own bio blurb. Granted, we collectively suspend disbelief and pretend
it came from our personal PR department, but privately we all smirk as we
imagine our friends and mentors struggling over which superlatives they
could convincingly describe themselves with.

As Orwell noted, “Autobiography is only to be trusted when it reveals
something disgraceful. A man who gives a good account of himself is prob-
ably lying.”® If good biographies tell a proper story of nonsequential suc-
cess, bio blurbs are the fun house mirrors that portray success as a pristine
linear progression without the blemish of failure. But a bio blurb that is
merely successes—our own ESPN highlight reel—sends the wrong message
to others and paints a stilted portrait of ourselves.

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Morgenstern, the famed rabbi of Kotzk,
once said, “I like to keep my good deeds private and my failures public.”
Of course we should be proud of our successes, but both for a more honest
reflection of life and as a sign of encouragement and solidarity to anyone
who has just received a first (or fiftieth) thin envelope, perhaps we can do
a better job of integrating life’s failures within our typically self-obsessed
bio blurbs. It’s great to list all of your successes in three to five short sen-
tences, but maybe if one of those sentences were a failed project, rejected
application, or unexpected difficulty, even our successes would seem more
lively. It may only take one sentence to remind yourself that you can laugh
at yourself. It’s only one sentence to tell others that life will always have its
disappointments. It’s a one sentence tribute to one of the thin envelopes
you have received in your life.

I am not suggesting a major revolution, just a cute little ploy that might
help paint a more accurate picture of your life’s oscillating narrative.’

In fact, I'll start with mine.

David Bashevkin is the Director of Education for National NCSY and is
pursuing a doctorate in public policy and management at The New Schools
Milano School of International Affairs. He was rejected from the Wexner
Graduate Fellowship. Twice.
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