
Can I say Amen to that? Eric Sievers

In last week’s d’var torah, David mentioned that, unusually, we say

“Omein” to one of our own brochos in birchas hamozon. In this

week’s parsha, another unusual use of the expression, “Omein” is

hinted at, but explained in detail later in parshas ki sovo. I refer to Deut.

11:29, which states:

‘And it will be, when the L-rd your G-d will bring you to the land which

you are coming to possess, you will place the blessing on Mount

Gerizim, and the curse on Mount Evol’

In parshas Ki sovo we learn: (Deut. 27: 12 – 15 and continuing . . . .):

‘These will stand to bless the people on Mount Gerizim when you

pass over the Jordan, (the tribes of) Shimon and Levi and Yehuda and

Yissachar and Yosef and Binyomin. And these will stand to curse on

Mount Evol; Reuvain, Gad and Osher, and Zebulun, Dan and Naftali.

And the Levi’im will declare to every man of Israel in a loud voice.

Cursed is the man who makes a graven or molten image, an

abomination of Hashem . . . . .’

Rashi explains there, quoting from Gomorro Sotah, that six tribes

climbed Gerizim, six tribes climbed Evol, and the Cohanim, Levi’im

and the Oron were in the middle. The Levi’m turn their faces towards

Gerizim and started saying blessings. After each blessing, the tribes

on each side answered “Omein”, and then the Levi’im turned to face

Mount Evol and recited the equivalent curse, followed by the recital

of “Omein”. Similarly, the remaining curses were uttered, each of

which was preceded by its equivalent blessing.

Quite an impressive and lengthy ceremony, considering there were

98 curses! Even if they were not all recited at the time! This seems to

have been a ‘one-off ’, not something to which we are expected to

respond Omein regularly. Anyone visiting Israel today would be well

advised to avoid the place where this happened, known now as

Shechem or Nablus. Nevertheless, these recitals of ‘Omein’ seem

highly significant, critical even, to our tenure of the Promised Land.

There is a further important repetition of the word ‘Omein’, by the

wife suspected of immorality by her husband. In parshas Noso we

learn about a procedure that was a Divine test. This was necessary

because there were no witnesses. Briefly, a husband who suspected

his wife of infidelity, could in Temple times bring her to the Cohen, and

holy water was mixed with dust from the floor of the Sanctuary in a

clay vessel. The Cohen would instruct the woman to stand at the

Eastern (Nikanor) gate of the Courtyard (Azara). He would loosen the

woman’s hair, put a special, dry mincha offering of barley in her hand.

Holding the clay vessel, the Cohen would make an oath to her, that a

certain man had not been intimate with her, that she was not unclean.

If the woman was innocent, the waters would not hurt her; indeed

she is promised fertility. But if she was guilty, she would become

cursed and die a horrible death. She then had to say, “Omein,

Omein.” The mincha offering was brought on the altar. The Torah

verses containing the curse were copied from a tablet on the Nikanor

gate onto a parchment, and the ink dissolved in the holy water. The

woman then had to drink this bitter mixture, and the results would
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become visible to all. Rashi there informs us that the first “Omein”

indicated acceptance the Cohen’s oath and curse, the second to

declare that she had not been unfaithful with anybody.

When preparing this, I asked our Rov what would happen if the

woman refused to say “Omein”. It seemed to me that a guilty person

would not be willing to submit herself to such an unpleasant

procedure. The Rov explained that the woman would be sent away

from the Temple and her marriage without her Kesuba. Her guilt would

be assumed anyway. Interestingly, it comes out therefore, that this

ordeal was perhaps more likely to be endured by a faithful woman

(e.g. Chana) who wanted the blessing of fertility from Hashem.

From the above examples, it can be seen that “Omein” signifies

acceptance and agreement, even to something quite nasty. The word

“Omein” comes from the same root as “Emunah”, normally translated

as “Belief”. If someone says something nice to us, e.g. “May you have

much yiddisher nachas from your children”, we say “Omein”. We really

believe that this will happen, especially if we agree to it. Do we really

think about this when we say “Omein”?

We say “Omein” many times in our prayers. But the Rabbis, in their

kindness and wisdom, do not demand that we say “Omein” to

anything nasty. Instead, we only have to agree to praise Hashem. Even

when we ask for our needs, we do so because we believe Hashem to

be infinitely bountiful. The Creator is Our Father, Who wants only the

best for His creatures. In our regular daily praise of the Creator of light,

(birchas yotzer) the Rabbis even purposely misquote scripture in the

blessing,

“Praised are You, . . . . . , Who forms light and creates darkness, makes

peace and creates everything” (in the original, the word evil is used)

(We don’t normally respond to this sentence, as it begins a long

blessing, to which we can respond at the end)

Every time we sincerely say “Omein”, we create an angel. More than

this, when for example one of our friends recites birchas hagomel,
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after he has been saved from danger, those who recite “Omein”,

often don’t know the details of the deliverance. Those who answer

“Omein” may therefore show greater belief in Hashem, than the one

who was delivered.

It is therefore a great privilege to be able to respond “Omein”. Each of

us should be seeking out suitable occasions to do so. I could use a

few more angels.

I therefore make a request. Will anyone who has a blessing to say,

whether in davenning or at any other time, please say it aloud and

clearly (and not too fast!), so that those present can respond “Omein”

with kavonna?

Thank you. May each one of you be blessed with good health and

hatzlocho in all your endeavours. Kesiva vechasima tovah. “Omein”.

Good Shabbos.

Gazing at the extreme polarities that characterize our world,

questions spring to mind. What does it all mean? Why the vast range

between the two ends of the spectrum-between the mighty and the

weak, the rich and the poor, the fortunate and unfortunate?

Observing the planet, we see the same wild disparities. Why do some

trees stand so tall and majestic and others look so lowly and forlorn?

How is it that some mighty predators capture dominion of all the

animals of the jungle, and others are so weak and helpless? How is it

that in some places, the climate is so temperate and inviting, and in

others harsh and inhospitable?

It is all clearly above our finite capacity to comprehend. Yet, we follow

the behest of the prophet Isaiah who declares, "Lift up your eyes

heavenwards and see who created all these!" The Navi urges us to

take note of the fascinating interaction of the myriad components of

the Divine ecosystem that sustain all forms of life, and keeps the earth

spinning on its axis. These wonders inspire overwhelming awe and a

love of the Creator, who nurtures the microscopic ameba to the same

degree He cares for the most sophisticated life forms.

When seeing the entire cosmos in such perfect synchronization, our

response is to feel humbled before the majesty of the Divine and to

bless Him for orchestrating these unfathomable wonders.

It's natural to wonder why some people are born to luxury and

privilege and others seem destined for a life of deprivation. Why are

some born with such keen intellect and others so limited? Why, we

may ask, are some graced with life's blessings while others seem

prone to hardships and failure? On a personal level, we may question

why our happiness is constantly being thwarted by difficult

challenges, by unexpected curve balls that may knock us off balance.

Why can't we be left alone to cruise along in tranquility?

Yet when we open up our eyes and witness the Divine hand that

writes the amazing scripts of our lives, we are forced to acknowledge

His omniscience and unfathomable wisdom, and to bend our will to

His.

This theme of surrendering to and embracing the Divine will is echoed

in Moshe's opening words, in this week's Torah portion: "Take note, I

have placed before you a life of blessing or a life of curse." When you

follow the Torah's precepts and submit to the Divine Will, you will

become a source of Divine blessing. Yet be warned that if you are led

astray after the temptations that surround you, you will be cursed!

How are we to conform to such a dictate? We all want to exercise our

freedom of choice. It encroaches on our spontaneous self-

expression when we are handed such non-negotiable absolutes.

Why must we surrender our own desires that feel so urgent and

authentic? Is it fair that what feels so satisfying will cause us to be

rejected, cursed and disconnected from the Divine? Can't we yield to

the voice inside us urging us to experiment with life's forbidden fruits?

Enjoy the Ride Rabbi Naftali Reich (Torah.org)

How are we expected to forever close to the door to these

experiences?

My saintly rebbe, the Nesivas Shalom of blessed memory, once told

me that he grew up in Baranovitch, Poland, and recalled one of the

first automotive coaches that rolled down the town's main street.

People were agog with wonder and awe. A simple man was ready

to board the bus for a ride across the town, but insisted in

interrogating the driver. He needed to understand how the

contraption actually worked. The driver understood that it would be

impossible to explain to the simpleton the concepts of combustion

and thrust, how the engine and pistons worked in sync to generate

the necessary horsepower to turn the wheels. He shouted at the

man impatiently, "Come on board, don't you see it works? That is all

you need to know for now. Enjoy the ride!"

We need to absorb this lesson with regard to the Torah's blueprint for

a good life, one filled with meaning, purpose and constant growth.

Once we are willing to accept that our souls, as an essential part of

the Jewish nation, stood around Mt. Sinai and heard His voice, we

will come to appreciate that a life lived in accordance with the Torah's

precepts is the only way to imbue our existence with meaning. With

Torah we can become joyously connected and intimate with our

Divine source. Without it we are simply disconnected.

Shabbos and festivals, prayer and study will not be burdensome, but

opportunities to be uplifted and to bond with the Divine. They will fill

our calendars with days of blissful celebration. Prayer and study will

be infused with fervor, providing the constant medium to connect

with the Divine. Family life will inject meaning and responsibility into

the cornerstone of our homes, and will lay the foundation for us to

contribute, through our children and succeeding generations, our

own lasting legacy to the world.

Yes, the desire to challenge and test the boundaries of our

relationship with the Divine is enticing. But those diversions end up

leading us far astray. Disconnecting from our Divine mission and

source only leaves us feeling rejected and cursed. Far better that we

not merely surrender to our Almighty's dictates but rather embrace

his Divine will. Only then do we open ourselves up to the fullness and

richness of the bountiful flow of His Divine blessing.

See I place before you today blessing and curse... (Devarim 11:26)

There is a way to read a verse like this in parts and new messages

begin to emerge. The Ba’al Shem Tov suggests we read “Re’eh”-see

“ANOCHI”- I and then the placement of blessing and curse before

you. The mandate is to see “ANOCHI” as in “ANOCHI HASHEM” as is

stated in the introduction to the Ten Commandments. There the

whole nation “saw the voice”. They saw what could be heard. They

perceived with the more physical sense of sight that which is usually

heard and in the realm of abstract thought. See that HASHEM is giving

you blessing. How do we accomplish that? How do we gain Emunah

Chushis- a concrete and feeling belief?

The Chovos HaLevavos- Duties of the Heart offers thirty different

ideas to contemplate and reflect seriously upon. Some of very

surprising and novel but only because they are so obvious we may

never notice them. It’s like looking for our glass while we are wearing

them. How silly you feel when you look in a mirror and find what you

were searching madly for perched on your very nose.

One my daughters came home with a powerful and impactful a one

liner that really hit home. She relayed a message that she had received

from a friend that offered the following mind expanding challenge:

“What if you woke up tomorrow with only those things- you thanked

Hakodesh Borch Hu for today!” How thorough our inventory would

be - from ALEPH to TOF. We’d be happily focused all day counting

our blessings and blessings within blessings today!

Blessings Today! Rabbi Label Lam (Torah.org)


