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There is a tendency to look at the narrative that appears in this first portion of the Torah as being a description of the past – the story of the beginnings of creation, the planet and universe and of the story of civilization. However, we are taught in the traditions of Judaism that the L-rd, so to speak, creates our universe and world anew each day.


Thus, the narrative contained in this week’s beginning portion of the Torah is not only a story of the past, but it is just as importantly a description of our present world and society. We should not be surprised to find that human rivalries and disagreements often lead to murder and then to deep regret. The animalistic nature of humans leads them to sin and depravity.


The intellectual freedom and curiosity built into us by the fruit of the tree of wisdom leads to experimentation with strange ideas and to idolatry. As the population of the world increases, so does technology and ordered society. But deep within the original generations of humans lies a persistent and debilitating unhappiness.


Humans are not satisfied because they have been driven out of paradise and find their way back there only to be barred by heavenly forces beyond their control. They search for all sorts of detours and untraveled roads to return to where their soul wishes to lead them. And this has been the history of human civilization from its onset until today.


There is much that we today in our current so-called modern world can learn from this narrative as presented in this first portion of the Torah. We can learn that murder and violence really provide no solution to any of the problems that beset human beings. We can learn that false ideologies and man-made gods are of little value and in fact are quite counterproductive to human welfare, as the long run of civilized history makes abundantly clear.


We can learn that following our animalistic instincts only brings us farther away from where our soul longs to be, to our home and comfort zone. We can learn that temptations will always exist and that we are in one way or another doomed to fall and make mistakes. We can also learn that through our actions and ideologies, weaknesses and sins, we are capable of destroying our world and bringing on untold tragedy and despair.


But we can also learn that we have enormous qualities of greatness built within us and that we alone are able to conduct conversations with our Creator and are equipped to rise above the physical and intellectual challenges that surround us.

More importantly, we can learn that these fateful choices are given to us and, to a great extent, are the masters of our destiny and the shapers of our current world and future generations. This first portion of the Torah stands not only as the beginning of the holy words of G-d but also as representative of the entire story of human kind for all time.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Rabbiwein.com
The Importance of Every Single Second in Time

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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The first portion of the Five Books of Moses, Bereishit, gives us an account of the creation of the world, and concludes with the words, "And G-d finished on the seventh day the work which He had made." How does this verse fit in with the prohibition against labor on the Sabbath? If G-d completed the creation of the world on the seventh day, does it not imply that some labor was done on that day too?

Rashi solves our problem by explaining that G-d's clock is more precise than our own. Human beings, who cannot measure time as accurately as G-d Himself, must cease from work several minutes before nightfall to make sure we do not violate Shabbat. 


G-d, however, knows exactly when "the seventh day" begins, and He went on creating the world right up until the last moment. To us, whose vision is not so perfect, it would have appeared as if G-d ceased to work on Shabbat itself.


Every letter, word and sentence in the Torah is precise, and included in order to teach us something positive. What then are we to conclude from the fact that   G-d continued His labor right up until the very last possible second, something which we must be careful not to do?

Nothing G-d Created was Superfluous


We are taught by our Sages that "G-d created nothing superfluous in His world," including the creation of time itself. Every organism, every object, and every minute has been created with a Divine purpose in mind, and must be fully utilized and not squandered. Even one second can make a difference.


Every person in the world is created with his own individual talents and abilities, and each of us is given the right circumstances in which we may use them to the fullest. At this time in history, the end of the sixth millennium since the creation of the world, we stand at the threshold of the Messianic Era. 

Countering the Claims of a Person Who

Thinks His Actions are of No Importance


We can counter the claims of a person who says that his actions hold no importance, as our exile is almost over and that only a few minutes remain. How can an insignificant individual possibly add to the accumulated good deeds of the generations who went before us, including our forefathers, Moses, the Prophets and the Sages of the Talmud, who were spiritually superior to us in every way? he may ask. 


The Torah, however, teaches us that the opposite is true. Every minute we are allotted is precious, and indeed, the whole of creation may hinge on a single second. Even a tiny good deed can tip the balance and bring Moshiach now, the culmination of the entire creation.

Reprinted from the Parashat Bereishit 5773/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

Parshas Bereishis 

Being Part of the Team

By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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“In the beginning, G-d created the heavens and earth.” — Bereishis 1:1

The Torah is a law book – not a story book


The Torah begins with these words, telling us the order of Creation. Rashi points out that the Torah should have begun with the first mitzvah and continued with a list all of the positive and negative commandments. A detailed description of the order of Creation should not have been a part of the Torah.   


Rashi answers that the Torah began by telling us that HASHEM created everything so that we would have an answer to the claim that the nations would form against us. If the gentile peoples would say to us, “You are thieves. You stole the land that belongs to the seven nations,” our answer is, “It says in the Torah that HASHEM created the heavens and the earth. It is His world. He created it, and He gave it to whom he saw fit.”  


The Siftei Chachamim explains that Rashi’s question cuts to the core purpose of the Torah. The Torah is the guidebook for life, a compilation of the laws and principles that govern our actions. Ultimately, it is a book of laws. Therefore, all of the stories that are told throughout Bereishis — from Adom, Noach, and on through the Avos — simply don’t belong there. Granted they contain valuable lessons to teach us, but those lessons could have been written in a book on the level of the Navi’im, not in the Torah itself. The reason they became part of the Torah itself was that since HASHEM began with chronicling the acts of Creation, it was appropriate to maintain that style, so the Torah continued with the various stories as they occurred. 


Essentially, Rashi’s question is that the very nature of the Torah was changed from a law book to a history book. Why make that change? Rashi answers that it was all changed so that if the gentiles say, “You are thieves,” we could simply respond, “Read the Bible. HASHEM created the heavens and earth and gave it to us.”

The Torah was written exclusively for Yisroel


There are two significant problems with this Rashi:


1. The Torah is the exclusive property of the Jews. It was written for the Jews, and it is unique to the Jews. It wasn’t written for the gentiles. We cannot assume that the gentiles will read the Torah, much less abide by it. More than that, they have no right to read the Torah; it is the private heritage of the Jewish nation. So how can Rashi say that this is the answer to the goyim when the Torah isn’t in their purview?  


2. If the sole reason HASHEM began with Creation was so that the gentiles won’t say that we stole their land, then it seems, if it could be, that HASHEM failed. The single most repeated claim that the world has against the Jews today is exactly that: we stole their land. We took away the Palestinian homeland. We have no right to be there. If the entire reason that HASHEM changed the Torah was to answer the gentiles, it doesn’t seem to have succeeded. So what does Rashi mean, “It is to answer the gentiles”?


The answer to these questions is contained in Rashi’s use of the posuk:כח מעשיו הגיד לעמו  “Hashem told His nation of His power.” Like the rest of the Torah, this lesson is not for the gentiles; it is for us. If the gentile nations accuse us of stealing their land, we need to have the answer, not for them, but so we can answer ourselves. It is a foregone conclusion that the gentiles won’t listen to the Torah. The issue is us. Will we feel justified and correct or will we feel like we have stolen their land? This issue is so significant that HASHEM changed the very nature of the Torah . . . to let us know we are not thieves.  

A person’s thoughts define him


If we take this concept to its logical conclusion, we see a tremendous insight into human nature. Rashi is telling us that all of the lessons that we learn from the Avos — the concepts of mussar, self-improvement, and perfection of our middos — are very important, but they could have been put in a separate book. 


However, the issue of not viewing ourselves as thieves is so fundamental that it merits changing the entire Torah. This is because the way a person views himself is what he becomes. If a person views himself as a thief, he will live up to that image. If the Jewish nation viewed themselves as crooks, dishonestly living in someone else’s land, they could never have become the chosen nation. Their tainted view of themselves would have greatly limited their ability to become great people, and that is so significant that it is worth changing the entire Torah. 


This concept has a specific message to us. Some people are concerned about stealing because “What will the gentiles think about us?” While that may be a valid concern, there is a much bigger issue at stake: how will I view myself? If I act as thief, I am a thief. That action defines me, and creates the image that I hold about myself. That damage can be far greater than the single act of stealing. 


There is also a larger lesson to learn from this Rashi. One of the characteristics that all successful people possess is a powerful sense of self-worth. To reach greatness, a person must believe in himself. He must trust in his inherent worth and his ability to succeed. If this key component is missing, all the talent in the world will not help because he will not have the drive to reach for the heights he is capable of. This concept is so intrinsic to greatness that HASHEM changed the very nature of the Torah, all to keep our sense of dignity and worthiness intact. 

Reprinted from this week’s website on TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.
Thoughts that Count
For Parashat Bereishis
After the Fair


It was the custom of most merchants years ago to obtain their goods by periodically attending a great fair where all kinds of merchandise were sold wholesale and in bulk. The merchants would take the large packages home, sort through the contents and then use them as they saw fit.


The month of Tishrei is similar to such a wholesale fair, during which we obtain huge portions of holiness and joy in doing mitzvot--enough to last us the whole year. The only condition is that we actually open the bundles and use their contents. These bundles are opened up and used for the first time on Shabbat Bereishit. (Lubavitcher Rebbe)
In the beginning G-d created (Gen. 1:1)


The final letters of the Hebrew words "G-d created"--"bara elokim et"--are alef, mem, and tav, and spell the word "emet"--truth. Truth is the foundation upon which the whole world stands, and without which the entire creation would be unable to exist. (Tzror Hamor)
G-d rested from all the work which He had created to be done. (2:3)


Rashi explains that the words "to be done" teach that the world was created incomplete, as it were, requiring the active participation of mankind to attain perfection. But how can we, insignificant as we are, complete the act of creation? 
The Torah's own words, "created to be done" assures us that this perfection is within our grasp, and is part of G-d's plan. Each of us has the strengths and talents to improve the world and elevate it into something holy and Divine. (Lubavitcher Rebbe)
Reprinted from the Parashat Bereishit 5773/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

JEWISH LIVING
Jews By Choice

By Barbara Bensussan



About the Illustration: We chose this stirring painting “Har Sini” by Yaeli to illustrate our section on conversion since the Revelation at Har Sinai was, in essence, a mass conversion to Judaism of the thousands of descendants of Av-raham. In reality, every Jew is descended from a convert; some go back to Har Sinai, others to those who converted later in history. “Har Sini” is an expressionistic depiction of the Jewish spirit surrounding Har Sinai. The Aleph Bet, falling out the the luchot that Moshe is receiving, are entering the hearts of the Jewish people. Yaeli is an Israeli-born artist (now based in New York) who brings her unique contemporary artistic vision and expressionist technique to a wide variety of Jewish subjects including weddings, Jerusalem and Biblical images. Yaeli works across multiple media including acrylics and watercolors. Learn more at yaelifineart.com.

 


During this season of reflection and self-transformation, we focus on a few extraordinary individuals who underwent what may be the ultimate self-transformation: conversion to Judaism. While there is much to say on conversion in Israel, this section will focus on the conversion experience in the United States.

It was a fascination with Jewish history that ultimately led Michael Verderame to become Jewish. Jews had persevered despite all of challenges; something here has to be real, he thought.



Yitzchak Verderame, pictured here with his wife Dena and son Natan, was in graduate school at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign when his interest in Judaism sparked. Today he is assistant dean at the Hebrew Theological College in Chicago.


Yet it wasn’t until Verderame, who grew up Catholic, was in graduate school at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign that his interest in Judaism really sparked. Some of his Jewish friends described Shabbat meals and the Pesach Seder. Verderame took to the library to study Judaism more intensely. He also started learning with a few different rabbis on campus—including Rabbi Dani Appel, who at the time headed the OU’s Heshe and Harriet Seif Jewish Learning Initiative on Campus (OU-JLIC) program at Urbana-Champaign.


“The first time I met Michael, we were going to daven Minchah and there were ten of us including him. I said, ‘Let’s start,’ but he called me aside and said, ‘I’m not Jewish,’” recalls Rabbi Appel.


Rabbi Appel and Verderame, now Yitzchak, learned together a few times a week, and when the latter felt ready in January 2013, Rabbi Appel went to the Chicago Rabbinical Council and told them he had a young man who was serious about converting to Judaism. They gave him a comprehensive list of books for Verderame to read. “Michael finished them all within a week!” says Rabbi Appel. “Before he converted, we joked that he would be the next rabbi because he knew more than everyone else.”

I often felt alone. I was both an immigrant and a prospective convert.

Most of us have encountered people who’ve been “reborn” as Jews after extensive study, meetings with a beit din, and a final dip in the mikvah—an arduous process meant to discourage all but the mostly sincerely motivated. Halachah stipulates that one who seeks to become Jewish must be politely but firmly turned away three times before we agree to teach him or her. The most motivated will persist nonetheless.


“I had to beg to become Jewish,” says Zahava Pasternak, now in her fifties and living in Boro Park, New York. “I taught myself Lashon Hakodesh, and had to repeat my story over and over again as I asked people to help me convert.” When the rabbi in her native city in the South didn’t move forward to convert her, she moved to Monsey, New York and sought out rabbis who would.

Barriers to Acceptance

Once on the path to conversion, how do geirim acclimate to frum society and culture? Paloma (Penina) Bain had a relatively easy time adjusting, since she had worked for a Jewish-owned restaurant for several years and had been making Jewish friends and absorbing knowledge about Judaism all along. Aliza Stein [not her real name], a physical therapist, also had Jewish friends before converting. “I’ve lived in four different frum communities, and all but one were very warm and welcoming,” she says. As a single person, she never lacked for Shabbat invitations, and when she married, the community got together and arranged her entire wedding.



Nechemia Davis works as a special

education teacher in Baltimore.


Nechemia Davis, a special education teacher now living in Baltimore, had an entirely different kind of challenge when he decided to become Jewish, because he’s black. Once, while walking the streets of a certain frum community wearing a white shirt and black pants, “a fifteen-year-old yeshivah boy crossed the street when he saw me coming; he didn’t know what to think,” he chuckles. But that was an isolated incident, says the former devout Christian.


 Subsequently, in the same community, when he knocked on a landlord’s door to see an apartment for rent, he had to explain that he was studying for conversion. The woman introduced him to her husband and offered him some kugel. Not only did they rent the apartment to him, they ended up “adopting” him; he became a regular at their table during Shabbat and yom tov.


While Davis’ family did not attend his wedding, the hall was packed with friends and community members. “Rabbi Moshe Wolfson was in Israel at the time, but he called his gabbaim here and told them to bring all the yeshivah bachurim to dance at my wedding,” says Davis, who has a strong connection to the mashgiach ruchani at Mesivta Torah Vodaath in Brooklyn. When his wife had a baby boy after their move to Baltimore, friends drove down from New York with a car filled with food, chick peas and beer to celebrate the vach nacht [the night preceding the
brit milah].

Finding a Bashert

Unfortunately, converts are not always embraced with open arms. Avraham (Avi) Sosa found the barriers to conversion to be more social than halachic or cultural. An engineer from a Spanish-speaking country, he says he had a difficult time fitting in with the Jewish community in his home country. Shortly thereafter, he left for a bustling Jewish community in the States, but had trouble breaking in there as well. “I often felt alone. I was both an immigrant and a prospective convert.” He later moved to a much smaller Orthodox community where he found a congenial rabbi and congregation that gave him the encouragement he needed on his journey.



Avi Sosa, an engineer from a Spanish-speaking country, moved to a much smaller Orthodox community in the States to find a congenial rabbi and congregation that gave him the encouragement he needed on his spiritual journey.


Many geirim convert while single, and once Jewish, want nothing more than to marry, start a family and join a community. But convincing shadchanim to see beyond their non-Jewish origins can be challenging. “When I tell shadchanim I’m a ger, the dynamic changes,” Sosa says.


Many well-intentioned people assume a convert will have the most in common with another convert, or that only a convert will be willing to date another convert. But that feels incredibly unjust to many geirim who worked hard to become members of the Jewish people. Bain, who finds that people check her conversion credentials closely before proposing shidduchim, is adamant that she does not want to marry another convert. “I have no Jewish family,” she says. “I want to marry someone who does, so my children will grow up with Jewish family. I have to think about where I’m going for every Shabbat and holiday, but my children shouldn’t have to.”



Zahava Pasternak with her son, who attends a

Chassidic yeshivah; she and her family live in Boro Park.


Pasternak, whose husband is from Israel, married in her forties and feels fortunate to have found her spouse. But she avows that the process wasn’t easy. “I felt I was Class B when it came to shidduchim,” she says. Her husband, however, is “everything she davened for.” She’s not concerned about marrying off her own son, “as Hashem already knows who his zivug is,” she affirms.


Stein’s oldest children are already of marriageable age, and she finds that the shidduchim suggested to them are often other geirim. “Why should my child marry a ger?” she says indignantly. “My children are frum from birth! Why should they have to be subjected to the same outsider status that I experienced?”


Davis married a frum-from-birth black woman whose parents converted many years ago. “It helps to have married someone who’s like me, who understands my background,” he says. On the other hand, since Davis began learning about Judaism and converted within a Chassidic milieu, it was an adjustment to deal with his wife’s family’s Sephardic minhagim.


And yet, some geirim integrate into the frum community in every way—including finding a Jewish spouse—with few bumps on the road. Verderame found the process rather seamless; he already had a parnassah and was able to find a spouse relatively quickly. “People were very welcoming,” he says. “I never really had a problem.


“Converting and [going into the mikvah] was intense,” he adds. “It was a big accomplishment. It was a big commitment; would I be able to live up to it?” But the beit din rabbis were “very approachable,” he says. In fact, they were so approachable that one even offered him a job—while his hair was still wet! As a result, Verderame, who is in his forties, has two master’s degrees, a PhD and a JD in law, is assistant dean at the Hebrew Theological College in Chicago, which is now part of the Touro system. Shortly after converting, he was set up with Dena, the woman who would become his wife.

Becoming More Aware

How can we be more sensitive to the needs of geirim?

Firstly, we have to keep in mind that geirim, as well as baalei teshuvah, face certain challenges that the typical FFB has no experience with. Having no frum relatives is difficult, says Stein. There is no support system when it’s time to make yamim tovim or tuition payments. “We have no parents to go to on yom tov, no shvigger [mother-in-law] to buy new Pesach shoes for the children,” she says.

You don’t want to create a situation where geirim have to constantly question their Jewish status. Once they’re in, they’re in.

Secondly, Stein would also like others to understand that she didn’t simply crawl out from under a rock when she became Jewish; she had been a worthwhile person in her non-Jewish life, with valuable experiences and knowledge. And now that she’s frum, she’s well-educated in Judaism and doesn’t need to be shown the basics. “I’ve been frum for thirty years,” Stein says. “I know how to check lettuce [for bugs]! Yet some folks still think I need to be instructed.”


Thirdly, we all must make efforts to help a new convert feel part of frum life: extend sincere, repeated invitations for Shabbatot and yamim tovim; make genuine efforts to find shidduchim appropriate for their personalities and h
ashkafot; try to understand and help with their other needs, and most importantly, respect who they were and who they became. As Sosa says: “Care about us, and treat us as equals.”

Verderame hopes that others can have an experience similar to his own. When he was on the search committee to hire a national director of conversion for the RCA’s Network of Regional Batei Din for Conversion, he wanted to impart his insights about going through the process smoothly—and what can be learned from it. “You don’t want to create a situation where geirim have to constantly question their Jewish status. Once they’re in, they’re in.”



The Chicago Rabbinical Council (CRC) Beit Din oversees conversion with GPS-sponsoring rabbis throughout the Midwest and beyond, in communities including Memphis, Dallas, Kansas City and Denver. Recently, a woman flew in from Hong Kong to complete her geirut. From left: Dayan Rabbi Ephraim Friedman, Dayan Rabbi Daniel J. Raccah and Av Beit Din Rabbi Yona Reiss. Courtesy of the Chicago Rabbinical Council


“The Torah tells us to be kind to converts,” says Rabbi Appel. “Obviously, if the Torah tells us this, it means human nature is to be less sensitive and compassionate to outsiders. For people who have made such a big change in their lives, such slights can hurt even more.


“A convert is Jewish now and part of the community. Treat them as Jews and love them as anyone else.”


Yet while some geirim choose to leave behind much of their non-Jewish pasts, others find surprises there. One thing Rabbi Appel didn’t know, which Verderame actually only recently discovered, is that his maternal grandmother—an immigrant from Mexico who was very open to his conversion and interested in the Jewish customs before she passed away recently—may have had some conversos in her lineage.


“Part of me would almost say it doesn’t matter, because I am where I am now,” Verderame says. “On the other hand, I have a son now, and it might be nice for him to know some of the history.”

Barbara Bensoussan has worked as a university instructor and a social worker and currently writes for Jewish newspapers and magazines.
This article was featured in Jewish Action Fall 2018.
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