
CharaCter-Making  
Through Five Small-Group Conversations

Rabbi Elie Kaplan Spitz

To Be a Mensch



Rabbi Elie Kaplan Spitz delights in teaching and in 
enabling congregants to share with each other, which 
motivated the writing of this booklet. Congregation B’nai 
Israel of Tustin, CA is the only community for whom he has 
served as spiritual leader, arriving after his 1988 graduation 
from the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York City. 
Previously, he practiced law in Boston, having completed his 
studies at Boston University School of Law. For twenty years 
he served on the Rabbinical Assembly Committee of Jewish 
Law and Standards and has taught courses at both American 
Jewish University and Chapman University. The author of 
three books published by Jewish Lights and many articles on 
Jewish spirituality and law, he has enjoyed presenting in 
diverse venues. He and his wife, Linda, are the parents of 
three mensches, Joey, Jon, and Anna.

Rabbi Elie Kaplan Spitz delights in teaching and in 
enabling congregants to share with each other, which 
motivated the writing of this booklet. Congregation B’nai 
Israel of Tustin, CA is the only community for whom he has 
served as spiritual leader, arriving after his 1988 graduation 
from the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York City. 
Previously, he practiced law in Boston, having completed his 
studies at Boston University School of Law. For twenty years 
he served on the Rabbinical Assembly Committee of Jewish 
Law and Standards and has taught courses at both American 
Jewish University and Chapman University. The author of 
three books published by Jewish Lights and many articles on 
Jewish spirituality and law, he has enjoyed presenting in 
diverse venues. He and his wife, Linda, are the parents of 
three mensches, Joey, Jon, and Anna.



Contents 

Page 

1. What Is a Mensch? 1 
2. Desire to Know More 10 
3. Do Justly 18 
4. Love Kindness 32 
5. Walk Humbly with Your God 47 

Session

This booklet is dedicated to the
congregants and leadership of

Congregation B’nai Israel
who have consistently dealt with

sensitive matters and me with great 
menschleichkeit.

Dedication 



Page 1 

Session 1: What Is a Mensch?

Why Small Groups? 

During the High Holydays our entire congregation gathers together for uplift into a new 

year. For months in advance I consider sermon topics that are worthy of our shared attention. I 

read extensively and prepare detailed outlines, often writing out the entire presentation. Despite 

the enormous time and thought I put into those sermons, I know that your exchanges with friends 

on those same themes will have far greater impact on your refinement of thought and action than 

anything that I might have said.  

This is the fourth year that we have launched small-group discussions during the fall 

season that builds on the topics of my High Holyday sermons. The three previous titles were: 

Becoming Your Best Self; Why Judaism Matters; and What is Love. Because content matters, I 

have prepared a booklet as a starting point for each year’s small group conversations. A group 

can be as small as two people or a gathering of a dozen or more. Hundreds of our congregants 

have participated in the small group discussions year after year. I do hope that if you have 

participated previously, you will host friends- congregants or not, individuals of any faith or not 

identified with any faith- for five conversations using this year’s booklet or if this is your first 

opportunity to join in, whether as host or participant, please do so. Our office will happily 

provide you with the materials or connect you with a conversation group. 

Why This Topic? 

Character matters! And religion at its best is the forum for considering the values that 

constitute our best selves. Character derives from the Greek word for an “engraved mark.” This 

booklet focuses on matters relating to character, those moral qualities and acts that define us. 

More than ever, we must pause in this moment to explore what are the qualities of a good person.

“What a beautiful person,” we say of another who has touched us with acts of goodness. 

Such behavior emerges from a natural inclination refined by learning, practice, and repetition. 

Like honing the skills of playing the piano, dancing, or singing, such talent requires disciplined 

preparation for creative improvisation. Each of us is an artist coloring with our attributes and 

short-comings our distinctive canvas of character. We are defined by signature deeds, which
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are largely reflexive. Have you ever tried to consciously copy your hand-written signature? The 

result is more stilted and less predictable in appearance than what you do without thinking. To 

change a signature takes careful consideration and much repetition; so, too, is the needed focus 

for redrafting our negative behaviors.

These five chapters offer you an appreciation of your signature character traits and a safe 

setting for improvement. Of the many attributes of being a mensch, we will focus on the 

categories of justice, kindness, and humility. As a transition, we will examine the trait of 

curiosity, for from the desire to know ourselves and our impact on the world around us emerges 

our wisdom and willfulness to elevate our goodness. This booklet’s chosen traits of “character 

matters” emerge from the words of the prophet Micah (6:8). He preached over 2700 years ago in 

Northern Israel and quoted God as saying:  

ט ְוַאֲהַבת ֶחֶסד, ְוַהְצֵנַע ֶלֶכת, ִעם-ֱאלֹקיך.       ּפָ י ִאם-ֲעׂשֹות ִמׁשְ , ּכִ ך� יד ְלך� ָאָדם, ַמה-ּטֹוב; ּוָמה-ה׳ ּדֹוֵרׁש ִמּמְ  ִהּגִ

It has been told you, O human, what is good, and what the Ever-Present-One requires of 

you: Only to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God. 

More than our possessions or work achievements, our attributes of character will 

characterize the quality of our lives. Cultivating our constancy of care and closeness with those 

around us, particularly our immediate family, enables spiritual refinement. Reflection begins by 

noticing what behaviors you most admire in others and then seeking to emulate those traits of 

action. The five sets of guided conversations in this booklet are intended to raise your awareness 

and motivate you to cultivate your menschlichkeit, the Yiddish for “core goodness.” 

What Is a Mensch?

My mother, a native Yiddish speaker, would repeatedly emphasize: “Be a mensch!” (or 

in Yiddish, zy a mensch). My siblings and I understood that she did not expect perfection, but 

rather that we behave as good people despite inconvenience or adversity. For my mother, being a 

mensch was much more than being well behaved. A mensch would include the shy classmate 

during recess activity, would share a lunch treat with a friend, and would stand up to a bully to 

defend a victim. Being a mensch required compassion, generosity, and heroism, even if only on a 

small scale. And there was no greater chastisement than being told, “That was not menschlich,” 

the way of a good person.  
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A mensch is known by his or her qualities and behaviors: humility, wisdom, respect, 

justice, careful choice of words, honoring others, self-control, optimism, honesty, perseverance, 

loyalty, enthusiasm, admitting a mistake, empathy and much more. In some cultures, there are 

multiple words to convey subtle distinctions of the same natural phenomenon, such as ocean 

conditions or types of snow. In the Jewish folk tradition, the opposite is true: a single word, 

mensch, is used to describe a large array of admired, personal traits that characterize human 

goodness. 

The word mensch derives from early German, and by extension Yiddish, and literally 

means “a man” or in a more contemporary, inclusive usage, “a person.” “Be a man” in American 

culture is often identified with toughness: a willingness to fight or buck up so as not to show 

softness, such as by crying. On the flip side, saying that a person is “only human” is used to 

forgive a failing, such as succumbing to an unworthy temptation.  There is no exact English 

equivalent of the noun mensch, although adding an “e” to human creates an adjective that comes 

close. Mensch is even broader than humane, conveying in Yiddish a larger range of qualities of 

uprightness. On an even higher level is a tzaddik, denoting saintliness, which was not an 

expectation of a normal person. Rather, each person was expected as a mensch to at least 

consistently display trustworthiness, humility, and kindness, while acknowledging that even a 

mensch may fall short on occasion such as by exhibiting impatience or overreaction. 

The positive nature of “being human” begins with the Bible. People are uniquely “created 

in the image of God” (Genesis 1:27). We possess the breath of God (Genesis 2:7). These Divine 

qualities convey the strength of an elevated human essence. When King David on his death bed 

blessed his son, Solomon, he charged him to “become a man”:  

Hillel, the influential first-century teacher of Israel, equated the charge “be a man” 

with core strength and uprightness:

ּוְב ָמקֹו ם ׁש ֶ ֵאין ֲא ָנׁ  ִשים, ִה ׁ ְש ַּת ֵּד ל ִל ְהיֹו ת ִא ׁיש.

“Where there are no people, try hard to be a person” (M Avot 2:6). 

, ְוָהִייָת ְלִאיש. ל-ָהָאֶרץ; ְוָחַזְקּתָ ֶדֶרך� ּכָ , ּבְ ָאֹנִכי הֵֹלך�
"I am going the way all things go (to die), and you should strengthen yourself and 
become a man" (I Kings 2:2).
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Hillel’s quote conveys that we should always do what is right regardless of how others behave or 

whether anyone is watching. The verb “try hard” (hishtadel) suggests an active process, rather 

than a fixed identity. After all, we know that we may fall short at times of the goal of being our 

best. Fear or self-interest may skew our choice of action and move us toward rationalized 

acceptance of bad behavior. Compulsive desire may also obscure right and wrong. It is far from a 

given that we will always act nobly. Menschlichkeit is an aspiration, though normative heroic 

behaviors are genuinely attainable. 

Heroism in the Jewish tradition is not primarily identified with the rare occurrence of 

risking life in battle or forsaking all personal needs for a greater cause. Rather acts of heroism are 

willful, daily choices of living up to our higher values enabling us to overcome weaknesses that 

undermine our destined goodness. In the words of Ben Zoma of second-century Israel: 

“Who is a hero? A person who conquers his or her impulses, as it is written 

(Proverbs 16:32), “One who is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and the person 

who rules over one’s spirit, than one who conquers a city” (M Avot 4:1). 

Professor Yeshayahu Leibowitz, the 20th-century Israeli philosopher, summed up: 

“Heroism is linked to a struggle between core values and urges (personal gain, pleasure, and 

achievement). Choice of values is a conscious effort, while impulses are often unconscious. 

Heroism is devotion of self to a value that does not ‘give’ one anything (in an objective sense), 

but rather demands something of that person.” Rabbi Abraham Twerski, a psychiatrist who 

dedicated his career to working with addicts, adds, “The happiness of a person can only be 

achieved by rising above innate desires and striving for a goal beyond that of self-gratification… 

it is only when people are truly whole that they can achieve the happiness of being a mensch.” 

The Willingness to Change 

To live as a mensch entails building on our strengths and overcoming our weaknesses, 

which leads to a paradox: Most of us want to be accepted just as we are- “don’t judge me!”- and 

simultaneously, we seek to learn and improve. A willingness to change leads to the following 

story: 

איזהו גבור? הכובש את יצרו. שנאמר (משלי טז), טוב ארך אפים מגבור ומשל ברוחו מלכד עיר. 
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 A village Jew travelled to the big city for a rare visit.  He attributed the 

stares of the locals to his shabby clothing, so he purchased a new suit.  

After returning to the village, he proudly put on the new garment but it 

did not fit. Upset, he returned to the city’s tailor wearing the suit. The 

tailor took one look and laughed. “You are not dressed correctly. You 

have to take off your old clothes before you can put on the new suit.”

In some cases, we have to jettison old behaviors to upgrade. In other situations, we need 

to recognize and reinforce our long-held strengths. To discern how best to behave demands a 

willingness to appraise ourselves honestly and to recognize the impact of our actions on others. 

The process of self-assessment is aided by a safe space, the support of trusted friends, and a 

commitment to draw on our inner strength. The goal of this small-group curriculum is to 

prompt conversations about being a mensch so that you can set goals for being your best self. As 

Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, Ukraine 18th century, once said, "If you won’t be better tomorrow 

than you were today, then what need do you have for tomorrow?”

Our sacred Jewish writings, starting with accounts of our Biblical ancestors reveal the 

possibility of successful change.  The patriarch Jacob, as one example, grows in stages into his 

higher self. As a young man, he is visited by his older twin brother, Esau, who is compromised 

by extreme hunger or depression. “Sell me your birthright for a bowl of lentils,” Jacob insists, 

and Esau complies. With the insistence of his mother, Jacob puts on furry garments and brings 

his blind father Isaac a sumptuous meal in order to receive the fatherly blessing intended for 

Esau. The ruse works. And when Esau learns that he was cheated of his supremacy, he vows that 

after his father dies he will kill Jacob, whose name translates as “circumventor.” Years go by and 

Jacob is married with four wives and many children when he decides to return home. On the 

eve of seeing his brother once again, he is terrified and makes preparations. He has sent 

messengers ahead with massive amounts of valuable presents and has divided his family into 

separate camps. Finally, he separates himself from the community for a night of reflection and 

prayer. 

Just before dawn, Jacob is attacked. As the sun is about to rise, he is painfully injured 

with his sciatic nerve pulled and yet Jacob is on top of his opponent. “Bless me,” Jacob demands. 

His attacker responds, “Your new name shall be Yisrael. For you have wrestled with God and 

you have prevailed” (Genesis 32:28). The new name marks a new phase in his life. Yisrael
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has multiple meanings: “wrestler of God,” “straight with God,” or “officer of God.” From this 

point, the Jewish people will be called, B’nai Yisrael, the children of Yisrael. Our calling 

combines these three qualities: to grapple with the ideal of who we can be, to act with direct 

honesty, and to take on responsibilities of behalf of God. The name Yisrael is a reminder that 

genuine, positive change is possible. 

Consciously Cultivating Menschlichkeit 

Judaism contains guidance on how to cultivate those inner qualities that determine our 

character. This is true for Biblical stories and the teachings of our sages from the Talmud to 

Maimonides to the mystics. Jewish writings contain insights on how to live a life of integrity, 

kindness, and justice.  In the 19th century, teachers at Lithuanian Yeshivot (academies of higher 

Jewish learning) guided their students to actively engage with a trusted study partner to examine 

their inner traits, their middot, in order to refine their character. Rabbi Israel Salanter, who 

developed this Mussar movement to systematize and popularize self-examination, is quoted by 

Jewish sources as saying, “At first I tried to change the world and failed. Then I tried to change 

my city and failed. Then I tried to change my family and failed. Finally, I tried to change myself 

and then I was able to change the world.”1 

Judaism is not alone in this pursuit. All the great religions emphasize common values as 

the building blocks of character. In the words of Professor Huston Smith, the preeminent scholar 

of comparative religion: “The goal of spiritual life is not altered states, but altered traits.”2 You 

do not have to be Jewish to be an exemplar of menschlichkeit. Professor Smith was such a role 

model for me. The son of a Methodist missionary in China, he came to Chicago to train as a 

minister, but instead chose academics. He described his approach to comparative religion as 

follows: “Just as a course in art history shows the masterpieces, rather than mediocre art, so my 

interest is in the wisdom of the varying faith traditions. I find that each religion has 

shortcomings, as do the people that practice the faiths. My interest is discerning from the inside 

what is the best that people draw from their respective faiths.” I met him at a conference on myth 

and spirituality and visited him on multiple occasions when he was in his 90s and a resident of an 

elderly-care facility in Berkeley. I so enjoyed our conversations, which contained stories of his 

religious explorations. I retain vividly the memory of once ending our conversation  in his room 
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A Personal Reflection on “Who I Most Admire:” My Parents

 My parents are my role models of menschlichkeit for affirming life with generosity, 

which enabled enormous resiliency. Neither had more than a grade school education. Each was 

successful in work, my father as the developer of a chain of wig stores and real estate and my 

mother as a master crafter of wigs and consummate salesperson. They were witnesses to the 

horrors of World War II: my father in Hungarian slave labor and my mother as a survivor of 

Auschwitz and then Nazi labor. Each lost family members who were murdered during the 

Holocaust. Yet rather than bitterness, they chose to live with a spirit of generosity and gratitude 

for the precious gift of life. For seven years after their wedding, they were unable to conceive. 

When they finally had a child, my older brother Mark, his birth was a moment of great 

celebration. Later, they would be blessed with another son and two daughters.  Each of us knew 

because dinner was beginning in the dining room and he said that he needed to help others eat 

their meals. From the lobby, I watched him move swiftly on his walker with a quality of 

urgency and heart-felt care.

Being a mensch adds to the quality of our relationships and well-being. A mensch need 

not be perfect. We are all incomplete in our strengths and the consistency of acting at our best. 

And yet, when we live up to the label mensch, we find a quality of inner calm. And being a 

mensch is contagious! Just by consistently acting thoughtfully and respectfully we prompt smiles 

and trust and inspire others to act like a mensch, too. We explore the topic of menschlichkeit in 

this, the fourth year of CBI small groups, because character matters profoundly in shaping the 

quality of our lives and our impact on those around us.  

Each of us is a unique work in progress. Just as the features of a face- a nose, mouth, hair, 

pairs of eyes and ears, and the shape of our face- add up to a distinctive appearance, so our 

personality and our potential for goodness are uniquely our own. And yet, to discern the 

signature qualities that you would most seek to cultivate in yourself, a place to begin is by 

considering who has inspired you. Who are your heroes? 

Just ahead is the first of the proposed conversations, which will focus on identifying a 

person that you identify with goodness. In bringing that person to mind, whether deceased or 

living, pay attention to the warm feeling your recollections generate. In sharing a story of his or 

her behavior, focus on the words and deeds that remain clear in your memory and have made an 

impression on your heart. Such a person's impact is less as a model for imitation then as 

evoking and illuminating attributes that are already within you.
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their unconditional love. And yet, their parenting went beyond the needs of their four children. 

They formally adopted a relative by marriage who was seventeen and looking to build a better 

future than what he had lived in communist Czechoslovakia. They took in two other teenagers 

during a time when their parents could not meet their needs. They gave generously for Jewish 

education, with my father serving as the president of my Jewish Day School for the first nine 

years after it was founded. When needed, he paid the shortfall in teacher salaries. My father 

beamed when my mother was honored by the City of Hope for providing wigs for cancer patients 

who had lost their hair and lacked funds. For each of us, their children, acts of love and 

generosity were a given in how to live life gratefully.

A chosen trait for me to grow: Generosity. 

The trait of my parents that I seek to strengthen and emulate is generosity, which includes 

fiscal resources, time, skills, and words. My next step is to write on an index card: “Generosity” 

and to place it on my bathroom mirror so as to keep the goal a focus. And for one week to note at 

the end of each day one way that I acted generously, and to write it down on the back of the index 

card. At the end of the week, I will decide whether to renew the “generosity” goal or to pick another 

attribute as my focus. 

Conversation Prompts

Who do you admire as a mensch, a normative hero of character? Describe that person

to your group emphasizing a particular trait of character. 

After each person’s sharing, have someone in the group write down the one-word trait of 

character exemplified by the described person. 

At the end of the group’s sharing, read the list of traits and invite each person to choose 

one of the traits that he or she seeks to further cultivate, explaining why and what is the next step 

to grow that trait. 

Do you identify with a Biblical personality who exemplifies the trait of self-improvement 

that you seek to grow? Who is that Biblical figure and how does his or her story guide you?
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1 In Jewish teaching this quote is usually attributed to Rabbi Israel Salanter, probably because he 
founded the Mussar Movement. I have found variations of the same quote with differing 
attributions: “a folk saying;” an 11th century monk, Rumi; and Aldous Huxley, which just goes 
to show the universality of that piece of wisdom.  A fuller telling is as follows: “When I was a 
young man, I wanted to change the world. But I found it was difficult to change the world, so I 
tried to change my country. When I found I couldn’t change my country, I began to focus on my 
town. However, I discovered that I couldn’t change the town, and so as I grew older, I tried to 
change my family. Now, as an old man, I realize the only thing I can change is myself, but I’ve 
come to recognize that if long ago I had started with myself, then I could have made an impact 
on my family. And, my family and I could have made an impact on our town. And that, in turn, 
could have changed the country and we could all indeed have changed the world.” 
2 As to the challenge of change, Rabbi Israel Salanter said, “It is easier to learn the entire Talmud 
than it is to acquire one middah (positive trait).” With gratitude to Rabbi Jack Riemer for sharing 
this quote. 
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Session 2: Desire to Know More

Curiosity, the desire to know more, drives character development. All too often we avoid 

devoting time and effort to assessing our behaviors. As a result, we fail to evaluate whether our 

conduct meets the goals we set for ourselves. Before we turn our attention to justice, kindness, and 

humility, we consider approaching our appraisal of our actions with the mindset of a curious 

researcher. For me, the perspective that I bring to considering my character is analogous to the 

mindset that I bring to a trip to a new city or country. 

Travel as a Metaphor 

Although travel brings the opportunity to rest, my own travel adventures are also driven 

by my curiosity to learn about a new place. Where ever I go, I am eager to see how people live 

and to gain some insight into their lives. In preparation for trips I read about the history, 

demography, and politics of the destination, then seek out good tour guides who address these 

facets of the place. And when meeting locals, I seek to understand what gives their lives shape, 

meaning, and joy. These conversations give me new perspectives on my own assumptions about 

what makes life satisfying. Although I know that my exploration is always incomplete, I do 

come away with a greater understanding of what makes each place unique and an enhanced sense 

of the natural beauty and goodness that exists in the world. In reflecting after a trip, I am 

consistently aware that my companions and whom I had met along the way were essential to the 

quality of my experiences; that setting goals built anticipation and had allowed for deeper 

engagement; and that from adventure, I also more fully appreciate the familiar.  

To gain personal wisdom we do not need to travel, leaving our homes and familiar 

surroundings. In the faith traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Buddhism, key figures Isaac, 

Jesus, and Buddha, are each exemplars of wisdom who hardly travelled beyond their immediate 

area. Their enduring insights came from their reflections on living relationships with their 

neighbors and the Divine Presence. For relationships are the terrain where we express our character 

and develop the capacity of goodness and understanding. Additionally, where ever we go, we are 

there: our ingrained perspectives and emotions accompany us. Our inner lives filter how we see 

the world. To better understand myself, I try to go inward on a regular basis with the resources of 

meditation, conversation, reflection, Shabbat repose, and prayer. Inside is a landscape of 
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memories, propensities, and influences that warrant observation and articulation. And yet, 

inner exploration also reveals mystery. 

Can We Really Know Ourselves? 

Polonius in Shakespeare’s Hamlet declared, “To thine own self be true.”  His guidance 

assumed an inner knowledge of self. Identifying and relying on our core values is to possess a 

moral compass and personal goals. Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk (Polish, Hasidic sage, 

1787- 1859), put this need for self-direction in a pithy way:  “If I am I because I am I, and you are 

you because you are you, then I am I and you are you. But if I am I because you are you and you 

are you because I am I, then I am not I and you are not you!”  The sage’s point was that we need 

to begin with ourselves for self-definition, rather than to look to others. Or in the words of 19th 

century Oscar Wilde, "Be yourself, everyone else is already taken."  

Some thinkers have expressed skepticism that self-evaluation will lead to personal wisdom 

of our own distinctiveness. Goethe wrote, “Know myself? If I knew myself I would run away.” 

There are parts of ourselves that are not easy to know, or, once known, are very hard to admire. 

Rabbi David Wolpe writes,  

Self-knowledge is both encouraged and praised by the masters of Jewish 

tradition. Teshuva, repentance, requires a recognition of one’s deeds and more 

deeply, of one’s dispositions and impulses. In the Talmud’s version of the 

Narcissus story (Nedarim 9b), the handsome man who sees his beautiful 

reflection pulls back and becomes a Nazir, one who has rededicated himself to 

God. “If a man knows who he is,” wrote the great chasidic master Rabbi Simcha 

Bunim, “he is not frightened of anyone.” Knowing you are in the Divine image, 

you can face others — and truly face yourself — without fear.1 

As we learn about our own motives, fears, and reflexes, we gain greater self-awareness. 

With that wisdom we enhance our capacity to identify with the stories and struggles of others, 

making us open to listening, identifying, and supporting others in times of need. 
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Narcissism interferes with the openness and honesty needed for self-exploration. The 

Roman poet Ovid told the Greek folktale of Narcissus, who is enchanted by the beauty of his own 

reflection. Once he realizes that his love for the figure reflected in the water must remained 

unfulfilled, he kills himself and so ends this tragedy. 

Narcissus is genuinely beautiful. Narcissists are often quite gifted, whether by looks, wit, 

or intellect. Sadly, they usually exaggerate their qualities: “I am the smartest; the best; the most 

beautiful.” This grandiosity often hides a deep insecurity grounded in the false premise of needing 

to be the best in order to be worthy of love. Narcissists experience any criticism as an attack. 

Falsehoods and bad behavior are rationalized or recomposed to protect the ideal. There is no 

admitting a mistake. A narcissist may come across as warm, but the warmth is self-serving: filling 

a neediness for attention and affection. A fear to go inwardly prevents the narcissist from 

experiencing compassion. The apparent self-assurance of a narcissist can come across as 

confidence, charm, and even charisma. I am reminded of the caution of Proverbs (31:30) that rather 

than externals, the inner attitude of character defines goodness: “Charm is deceptive, and beauty 

is fleeting; it is for her awe of the Lord that a woman is to be praised.” 

Most of us possess a touch of narcissism: a need to live up to an inflated self-ideal for 

acceptance. On a continuum, some people are at the far extreme and genuinely toxic. Once 

unmasked, they will invariably present themselves as victims and blame you for any shortcomings 

in your relationship. In this situation, the best course is to stay away from the narcissist. When you 

identify your true strengths, values, and the capacity to feel the pain of your own mistakes and 

shortcomings, you will find that you are able to grow in your empathy for others. Erich Segal in 

his 1970 popular book and movie, “Love Story,” said, “Love is never having to say you are sorry.” 

Judaism differs. Love is learning to say that you are sorry and will change through the process of 

teshuvah, a return to a higher path. 

Layers of Wisdom 

To consider who we are and how we want to change relies on persistent questioning. In the 

Jewish tradition, scholarly commentators over two-thousand years have usually begun by 

identifying a tension in the sacred text, such as the following examples from the story of the Garden 

of Eden: What did Eve say to Adam to prompt him to eat from the forbidden fruit? Why did he 

agree? What had motivated her in the first place to violate God’s sole rule? What kind of fruit was 

Narcissism as a Barrier to Wisdom 
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it? How did those bites change how they saw each other and God? More and more questions 

emerge from pausing at any point in the text. For perceptive students, the Torah is a passageway 

into Jewish collective consciousness.  

The rabbinic sages compare the sacred text to an orchard, or pardes in Hebrew: a place to 

wander, to find shelter, and to taste from the sweetness of the fruit. Each Hebrew word is made up 

of several key letters- in this case the Hebrew letters for the sounds P, R, D, and S. The four letters 

are associated with four words that provide an approach to reading sacred text at four increasingly 

subtle levels in order to understand a passage’s full meaning: P’shat (“simple,” by relying on the 

literal meaning of the words); Remez (“suggested,” by examining how the same words are 

used elsewhere in the Torah, gleaning alternative facets of meaning); Drash (“derived,” using 

word plays or gaps in the text to provide imaginative additions or explanations that pertain to 

our own lives) and Sod (hidden; identifying words, such as names of God or Biblical 

personalities, as spiritual code for the nature of how God operates in creation and our lives). 

We can think of individuals as composed of multiple layers, too. Each of us is also a 

sacred text that invites a close, multilayered reading. Each of our distinctive narratives includes 

our personal history, the tales of the people that we love and the extended family with which we 

are identified.  Underneath those tales are core values, our wounds and fears, and our dreams. To 

attend to the inner text- the tensions, gaps, and symbolic buttons that set us off- is to move 

forward with greater clarity, control, and purpose. We are bidden to model God, in whose image 

we are created. In the story of creation, God pauses after each day (except the second), to 

observe, “And God looked.” And then to appraise, “It is good.” When we read the newspaper, we 

see much needless suffering and pain, much that is broken in our world. And yet, we are called 

on to look beneath the surface and to find reasons to find hope and to conclude, “It is good.” 

Likewise, in our inner exploration we must look beneath our own insecurities and challenges in 

order to perceive our core goodness.  

Pausing to Look Beneath the Surface 

We perceive the world through alternative points of view, as illustrated by the story of 

four people standing before the Mona Lisa at the Louvre in Paris. One says, “Just paint on 

canvas. I don’t get all the fuss.” Another, “Okay. She’s a woman. I have seen prettier.” A third, 

“Wow, the painting is technically surprising. She seems to be looking at me and smiling even as 

I gaze at her from different angles.” And a fourth, “What a moving experience. The Mona Lisa
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is both elusive and so present that I feel a sense of mystery and of connection.” This is not only 

true for four different people, but for an individual’s shifts of perspective. What we most keenly 

experience is often the result of what we are prepared to see. To peer beneath the surface takes 

patience, a balancing of heart and head, and an opening of the spirit to allow intuition to play a 

part.  

Meditation is a form of exercise that can increase our attentiveness to people and places. 

A meditation practice starts with focusing on breath, while remaining attuned to body. Such 

concentration is both simple and quite challenging. When thoughts arise, which they naturally 

do, they are acknowledged. The thoughts slide away and the meditator returns to breath 

observation. With such concentration comes inner calm and greater patience. Such a focus is 

nonjudgmental, training us to listen to others in the same way: taking in without analyzing or 

preparing a response. After nonjudgmental listening, sharing what we have heard and only then 

responding.

Observing events around us patiently and with less preconceived biases makes it possible 

to see more accurately. Consider the following vignettes composed by Roger Bush: 

She was pretty and she smiled at the men approaching. I 

could see her in profile. A sweet thing, and cheeky, too. 

Embarrassed males turned away, 

Quickened their pace; looked guilty; some blushed; But 

undaunted she met with an expectant smile the next,  
only again to be refused. 

Soliciting, I thought; a prostitute; in broad daylight; 

Until she turned, 

And I saw she was selling buttons for charity. 

He staggered down the steps and fell, Lord, 

A crumpled mass on the footpath. 

His bottle broke and liquid spilled across the 

walk. He’s drunk, I thought. Disgusted. Disdain. 

Until… Two girls rushed from a nearby car and 

cried; It’s Daddy. Please help. He’s ill.” 
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He caught my gaze. This greedy-eyed young man. 

He too had seen the open handbag on the aged arm, 

With the few dollars exposed to view. 

He stalked the prey, and the old woman just window-

shopped. He’ll grab and run, I thought, but no, 

Quietly he tapped her shoulder, pointed to the bag, Exchanged 

smiles. 

They went their way. 

O lord, forgive me, forgive me. 

Why do I always think the worst of your children.2 

The ability to interpret what is happening before our eyes- in our relationships, on the 

street, or at the global level- takes mindful practice. Curiosity prompts us to examine what is 

before us and what is absent. We are reminded by Roger Bush to pause before rendering 

judgment. That pause is the key to living with greater control, compassion, and gratitude. Indeed, 

the entire practice of traditional ritual is developing the ability to pause, whether by reciting a 

blessing of gratitude before eating or as part of our weekly rhythm when Shabbat reminds us of 

the broader goodness of our lives and connects us to community.

Heshbon Hanefesh: Personal Stock-taking 

In the Jewish tradition, balance is achieved by knowing when to say “no,” as well as when 

to say “yes.” Context matters. In Kabbalistic terms, even God is actively balancing hesed 

(kindness) with gevurah (restraint). As the mystics describe creation, God begins with an 

overflowing of love, which needs a container. That vessel sets necessary limits, otherwise love 

would overwhelm the identity of the other. Gevurah also contains judgment, din, which is the 

ability to examine right and wrong in an arms-length way. Heart and head each have their place 

in a balanced decision. Likewise, Israel’s prophets sometimes comforted the people and at other 

times chastised them. 

With acts of kindness, saying “no” has its place, too. We all face limits on how much we 

can give of ourselves in time, resources, and energy and need to know how to set boundaries.  
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When our heart leads us in a particular direction, we engage our minds as a reality check on 

needs, trustworthiness, and impact. We have reason to pause before giving funds or committing 

to service whether solicited over the phone or on a street corner. We are wise to investigate 

before saying “yes” to a business proposal. We may wish to please everyone, but that may set us 

up to being used or dismissed. Discernment entails kindness and judgment, knowing when and 

how to say yes and no. Wisdom is attained when bringing head and heart into harmony. 

Taking stock of our actions in the Jewish tradition is called heshbon hanefesh (“an 

accounting of the soul”). This term is particularly employed at the High Holyday season as a 

prompt to reflect on the past year and how we might improve in the coming year. Just as we 

periodically examine our financial status (balancing our budget, going over our stock portfolio, 

filing taxes, choosing what to save for and how much to spend), we are wise to periodically 

review our actions to discern on whether we are meeting our goals of increasing behaviors that 

exhibit the traits of generosity, patience, self-discipline. When we recognize our strengths and 

our short-comings, we can build on both. 

Summary 

The goal of the next three units is examine the nature of justice, kindness, and humility in 

order to strengthen these behaviors in our own lives. Curiosity prompts examination of our 

behaviors and promotes refinement. Like travel, our choice of companions is of paramount 

importance; setting a destination enables leaving our comfort zone; spontaneity requires much 

preparation; what we most remember are the people we meet; there is always unfinished 

potential; and beauty uplifts us, whether of the scenery or of the trail angels that we meet. 

Discernment is looking beneath the surface and knowing that judgment takes a patient pause for 

observation, assessment, and balancing needs. Ultimately, knowing ourselves is of supreme 

importance, for where ever we go, we are there. In our lives, we are all here for a visit. Savoring 

the yearning for more wisdom, goodness, and adventure propels us forward. 

A Model of Curiosity: Zeev Falk

Professor Zeev Falk spent his career teaching at Hebrew University’s School of Law. I 

met him during my rabbinical studies in his comparative law course. After class, we would chat 

as we rode in the same bus across town to our respective apartments and so began a friendship 

that would span fifteen years.
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Earlier in his career, Zeev had met with Israeli women whose husbands had refused to grant a 

divorce, preventing them from remarrying under Jewish law. These “chained women” motivated 

him to become a leading authority on Jewish divorce, writing legal essays, teaching classes, and 

filing appeals to Israel’s Chief Rabbis. He had grown up and had lived as an Orthodox Jew and 

yet his work with these women led him to explore his own religious affiliations. He grew to 

believe that separate was not equal and that just as men had grown accustomed to study in 

universities alongside women despite centuries of elite, male-only schools, so he could learn to 

pray in a synagogue where men and women shared the same spaces. When he taught in other 

countries as a highly regarded scholar, he met with local religious leaders so that he could better 

understand diverse faiths. In his fifties he began to compose prayers, one that is contained in our 

synagogue’s machzor at the start of the Yom Kippur prayers. He explored the issues that 

fascinated him until brain cancer compromised his keen intellect and constancy of strength. His 

curiosity and open heart moved him to challenge his assumptions, ultimately changing his own 

views as well as advocating a new perspective within Israeli society. 

Conversation Prompts

Who for you is a model of active learning - whether discerning personal 

strengths and weaknesses or how the world works?  

How does that individual inspire your own curiosity? 

What is an area of knowledge that you would yet like to explore or a skill 

that you would wish to yet develop? Toward that goal, what is your next step? 

What question do you have of Judaism? How will you further that inquiry? 

1 David Wolpe, “Know Thyself, Warts and All,” May 8, 2019, blogs.timesofisrael.com/know-
thyeself-warts-and-all. 
2 “On the Street” by Roger Bush from The World of the High Holydays, edited by Jack Riemer 
(Miami Florida, Bernie Books, vol. 1, 309-310), introduction to the Al Chet prayer. 
3 David Wolpe, “Peace or Discontent,” Weekly “Off the Pulpit” email, August 8, 2019. 
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Session 3: Do Justly

What is Justice?

Justice is doing what is right. The role of a judge is to assess evidence and to apply the law 

to the facts. In order to render a fair judgment, a judge must set aside personal biases and maintain 

an objective mindset in determining innocence or guilt. Judges make tough decisions, such as 

sentencing a defendant to time in prison who is the breadwinner of a family without resources or 

requiring the payment of funds to a wealthy person from someone who is poor. In the words of 

Leviticus (19:15), “Do not pervert justice. Do not give special consideration to the poor nor show 

respect to the great. Judge your people fairly.” Justice, the expectation of impartial treatment in a 

dispute, is the cornerstone of a civil society, Likewise, in our personal lives, to behave justly we 

must examine impartially the details that reveal the facts of the matter at hand.  We do so while 

recognizing that we are naturally inclined to focus on what we already believe and dismiss 

opposing information, which social psychologists call “confirmation bias.” In the words of singer 

Paul Simon, “Still a man hears what he wants to hear, And disregards the rest.”1 Employing a 

discerning mind, we can, nevertheless, distinguish reliable information from falsehood and weigh 

countervailing claims. When we stand up to identify bad behavior and speak up in support of good 

behavior, we benefit the parties involved and the wider community. 

Do What Is Right Regardless of What People Do To You

Early in my career, our congregation hired a professional fundraiser to aid us in our first 

capital campaign. He reported to me that he had completed a preliminary interview with a 

congregant to gauge interest in giving and she had remarked, “I will not give a dime as long as he 

is the rabbi.” Hearing these words knocked the air out of me. I was both hurt and confused. I asked, 

“But she comes to give me a kiss on the cheek each Shabbat morning. What should I do in 

response?”  

“You should always do what is right,” he replied, “regardless of what people do to you. If 

you would have kissed her on the cheek before knowing about her comment, you should still do 

so.” His words stuck with me as a guide and a challenge.  

“Do what is right regardless of whatever people do to you” is a good definition of acting 

justly. This does not necessarily mean to turn the other cheek by forgiving any wrong. Rather it 
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means separating the emotional hurt inflicted on you from your process of assessing what course 

to take in a particular situation. Up close in many situations, it can be hard to determine what is 

right. It is easier to determine what is wrong, either because of the harm caused or a principle of 

moral integrity violated. 

 Legal scholars make a distinction in that light between rules and principles. Rules are black 

or white: Stop behind the stop sign; do not go on red. Principles are the goals underlying the rules, 

such as to drive safely. Even though the speed limit is 60 miles per hour, in a downpour that is 

causing flooding, you might get a ticket even if you are driving at the speed limit. There is also the 

possibility of conflicting rules. For example, as a matter of Jewish Law a person is commanded to 

fast on Yom Kippur and to guard his or her health. The rabbis hold that health takes precedence 

and if fasting might damage a person’s health, such a person is forbidden to fast. Rules offer clarity 

as to expectations of compliance. And yet in many situations, we must uncover the goals of a rule, 

the guiding principles, and the respective weight of a rule in conflict to determine just action. 

Beware of Literalism and Bias 

I get viscerally upset when people quote the Bible’s words as literal guides to right and 

wrong: “You cannot do x, because it says so in the Bible.” X may be living as a homosexual, 

employing a spiritual medium, or eating a calf cooked in its mother’s milk. Even in ancient times, 

the rabbinic scholars recognized the need to interpret each of these laws in considering how they 

should apply to their communities. Historical context and underlying values matter. Although the 

Bible states twice that you should not speak to a spirit,2 the Babylonian Talmud (edited in the fifth 

century) narrowed the prohibition of such seances to idolatrous practice.3 Rabbis would later 

codify in Jewish Law permission to speak to the deceased in certain settings, such as at the 

cemetery where there was the clear recognition that the spirit was disembodied and the 

communication was not part of a ritual practice.4 On the expansive side, the rabbis read the thrice 

repeated Biblical charge not to cook a calf in its mother’s milk5 as a broad prohibition against 

eating milk and meat together, not to cook them together, and not to profit from such products.6 

As an example of the need for interpretation, consider the Torah’s command of “an eye for an eye 

and a tooth for a tooth.” Just reading the words as written, the punishment for an unjust injury was 

mutilation of the eye or knocking out the tooth of the bad actor. But this is not how the rabbis 
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understood the command. Listen in on the Rabbinic conversation about how taking the law literally 

might lead to injustice:  

Rabbi Dostai ben Yehudah said, “eye for Eye” means monetary 

compensation. But perhaps this is not so and actual retaliation is meant? In that 

case, suppose the eye of one person was big and the eye of the other person was 

small. How, then, could you apply the principle of “eye for eye?” If you say, that 

monetary compensation was meant, you follow the Torah’s teaching that “You 

shall have one standard of law (Leviticus 24:22), implying that the standard of 

law is the same in all cases…. 

Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai said, “Eye for eye” means monetary 

compensation. But perhaps this is not so and actual retaliation is meant? In that 

case, how would you handle a situation in which a blind man put out someone’s 

eye or a cripple cut off someone’s hand, or a lame person broke someone’s leg? 

You cannot carry out the principle of retaliation in these cases, since the Torah 

says, “You shall have one standard of law (Leviticus 24:22), implying that the 

standard of law shall be the same in all cases... (BT Bava Qamma 87a-b) .

Here the words of Scripture are interpreted as a metaphor for equivalent monetary 

compensation. To derive lessons from Scripture or to know how to respond to a moral challenge, 

we need to ask, what is the underlying principle of justice as applied to this specific moment? Not 

all interpretations are equally sound and some are just outright wrong. In some cases, our chosen 

community determines the normative understanding and in others due to a novel situation or 

altered variables, we need to assess for ourselves. In weighing competing values imbedded in a 

decision, the challenge is to prioritize wisely, an exercise that is all too often skewed- and even 

skewered- by unconscious self-interest. The Torah (Exodus 23:8) warns judges, “a bribe blinds the 

eyes of the clear-sighted and twists the words of the just.”  

A bribe is a gift, not necessarily offered with evil intent. The sages of the Talmud were so 

concerned about distortion in judgment that they told of Samuel, the 2nd-3rd century, Babylonian 

sage:  



Page 21

Once he was crossing [a river] on a board when a man came over and 
offered him 

his hand. 

“What is your business here?” Samuel asked. 

“I have a lawsuit,” the man replied. 

[“If so,”] Samuel replied, “I am disqualified from acting for you
[as a judge] in the lawsuit.”7

Later sages would state that even flattering words can constitute a bribe. And yet, the rabbis 

did permit a judge to receive payment for time spent judging, as long as the payment was the 

same from both sides.8 

Rashi, the influential Biblical commentator (France, 1040-1105), emphasized that 

accepting a gift from a litigant is prohibited even if the judge intends to act impartially and 

pronounce a just verdict. “Even one who is wise in Torah, if he takes bribes, ends up losing his 

mind, forgetting his Torah and losing his sight.”9 This caution against taking a bribe is applied to 

all of Israel.10 Each of us is a decision maker. When we vote in an election, for instance, we are 

called upon to decide what best meets the needs of the larger community. We are cautioned to 

know the power of rationalization to justify self-serving bias. Even-handedness is admittedly an 

ideal, which is why the Bible emphasizes that “God shows no favor and takes no bribe” 

(Deuteronomy 10:17). 

 “Righteousness, Righteousness You Shall Pursue” 

As humans our aim is to strive to pursue such genuine justice with the awareness that we 

will not achieve our goal perfectly. The famous Biblical line in that regard is tzedek, tzedek terdof,

meaning “Righteousness, righteousness, you shall pursue” (Deuteronomy 16:20). For the rabbis, 

each word of Torah is purposeful and contains meaning. The repetition of the word “righteousness” 

has led to varying explanations:  

• Repeated to emphasize the importance of justice (common explanation throughout

Torah for repetition); 

• The principle applies both to a judgment and to a compromise (BT, Sanhedrin

32b) 

• Addressed to the litigants that they should always speak the truth, whether it would

be to their advantage or disadvantage (Abraham ibn Ezra, Spain, 1080-1164) 
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• Justice under any circumstance, whether to your profit or loss, whether in word or

in action, whether to Jew or non-Jew (Bachya ben Asher, Spain, 1263-1340) 

• Justice both in means and in ends (R. Simcha Bunam of Pischa, Poland, 1765–1827).

Acting righteously, whether as a judge in court or as an individual in daily life, is of central concern 

to both the Bible and Judaism. Each of these commentaries describes an essential facet of justice. 

Justice means to act fairly and truthfully with all people and to do so even to personal detriment. I 

linger in appreciating the final insight: All too often people rationalize that the sought-after result 

justifies bad behavior. In all cases, we are taught not to allow the pursuit of a just end to be tainted 

by an unjust means. 

A Judge’s Dilemma 

In American Law, conviction for a criminal offense requires all jurors to agree that the 

defendant committed the crime “beyond a reasonable doubt.” By contrast, in Jewish Law regarding 

a capital sentence, unanimity among the judges is suspect and prevents conviction. Consider the 

following dilemma posed by Rabbi Abraham Twerski:  

The Talmud states that in a case of capital punishment, if all seventy-

one judges of the Sanhedrin (Supreme Court) vote “guilty,” the case is dismissed. 

The rationale is that the cross-examination of the eye-witnesses was so meticulous 

that a minor discrepancy in the testimony was usually found, and this was enough 

to invalidate the testimony. Therefore, if the testimony coincides so perfectly that 

there was not even the slightest difference between the two so that not even one of 

the seventy-one judges could vote “not guilty,” this was ample reason to believe 

that the witnesses had been carefully rehearsed and that the accusation and 

testimony was a set-up. 

The votes of the Sanhedrin were oral rather than by secret ballot. The 

question arises, suppose that seventy judges vote “guilty,” and the seventy-first 

judge happens to feel that the defendant was not guilty. If he casts a ‘guilty” vote, 

then the rule that a unanimous guilty verdict results in acquittal will apply and his 

opinion that the defendant is not guilty will be implemented. However, if he votes 

“not guilty,” then there is no unanimous vote of “guilty,” and the verdict will be 
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that of the majority: guilty. Should this last judge, therefore, vote “guilty” in order 

to achieve the acquittal that he believes to be just? 

The Ohr HaChaim [Rabbi Chaim ben Moshe ibn Attar, Morocco, 1696- 

Jerusalem, 1743] says that the last judge must vote his opinion of “not guilty,” even 

though that will result in the opposite of what he believes to be just. Why? Because 

a person is obligated to speak the truth as he sees it, rather than consider the result. 

According to Torah ethics, the process must be righteous, because it is the 

process that lies in human hands. Results are up to God.11 

In our own lives, we must act from a place of meeting our duty regardless of the ultimate outcomes. 

With the awareness, for instance, that depletion of natural resources and ensuing pollution is 

despoiling our planet and creating more extreme climate, we are morally obligated to act 

responsibly in how we use fossil fuels. We do so while knowing that the amount of change we 

individually impact is miniscule and yet despite a lack of sufficient, collective effort we must do 

what is right. 

Justice Applies Equally to All, Even to God 

Witnesses naturally experience the same situation from different perspectives, leading to 

differing and even contradictory perceptions. Yet, when the testimony and witness credibility is 

closely examined by fair-minded judge or jurors, the results are usually just outcomes. Our sages 

not only trusted judges, but stated that God required courts for every society as a precondition to 

righteousness. As Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel taught: "The world rests on three things: justice, 

truth, and peace" (Mishnah Avot 1:18) and the three are intertwined. Unless there is justice, 

grounded in truth, then there is no peace. Citizens must expect clarity of legal expectations and 

the administration of courts fairly for a society to exist cooperatively and therefore, peacefully. 

In the Bible, even God is not above the law. When Abraham learns that God intends to 

destroy Sodom and Gomorrah due to pervasive wickedness, Abraham confronts God (Genesis 

18:25): 
ט ּפָ ה ִמׁשְ ל-ָהָאֶרץ, לֹא ַיֲעׂשֶ --ֲהׁשֵֹפט ּכָ ך�  ָחִלָלה ּלָ

“Far be it from You! Would the judge of the entire earth not act justly?!” 

The words are an opening salvo for a negotiation over how many righteous residents are needed 

for God to save the entire evil city. Although Abraham’s ten righteous individuals are not found, 
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the principle remains: Justice needs to dictate the process of seeking a verdict regardless of who 

is the judge.  

Sadly, all too often we allow powerful people to live by reduced standards of right and 

wrong. Especially when a person is deemed a “folk hero,” we ignore bad behavior as if he or she 

is entitled to a separate standard of conduct. We, for instance, may overlook repeated lying as “just 

politics” or sexual impropriety as just acting on appetite or “boys will be boys” when we would 

not accept such behavior in our friends or ourselves. 

How does justice, tzedek, apply to our own lives? We all exert some power over others. In 

a social situation, how do we assess new people and decide whether we include them in 

conversation? In a business setting, how do we evaluate a new hire or consider an increase in salary 

for an established worker? In a familial setting, how do we treat our children or grandchildren, or 

even the child down the street by asking how would we wish to be mentored? We constantly face 

decisions, such as how closely to listen to another person, which call on us to evaluate and respond 

justly, assessing both the nature of the need and our capacity. 

Tzedakah as Duty 

We must also respond to injustice. Elie Wiesel said that the most tragic moment in the 

Torah is when Joseph’s brothers sit down for a meal just after leaving Joseph to suffer in a nearby 

pit. The apathy of bystanders, Wiesel emphasized, enabled the evil of the Holocaust. In his words, 

“The opposite of love is not hate, but indifference.” In that light, when the Bible commands taking 

in a stray animal while actively seeking its rightful owner or helping upright a fallen donkey or ox 

on the road (Deuteronomy 22:1-4), the call for action is emphasized with the words, “You must 

not remain indifferent.” 

Admittedly, when we read the morning news we find so much that is deeply disturbing: 

homelessness; climate change; lack of affordable medical care; increasing gun violence, and the 

list goes on. In response, we are reminded that no one person can solve such big problems. And 

yet, by marshalling resources we may defend ourselves as a nation, educate our nation’s children, 

or reduce emissions to limit air pollution and hopefully, reduce the rising temperatures that threaten 

our planet. Power is “the ability to effect change.” Politics is our collective power and how it is 

used determines whether “politics” is a positive or negative word. Our elected leaders shape our 

future. A citizen’s vote matters in determining collective action and the moral tenor. With our 
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limited finances, talents, and time, we can also make an incremental and significant difference in 

a cause that pulls on our heartstrings. In the words of Rabbi Tarfon (Israel, 1st-2nd century), “The 

day is short, and the work is great, and the workers are lazy, and the reward is much and the Owner 

is urging us on. It is not incumbent upon you to finish the task, but neither are you free to desist 

from it” (M Avot 2:20-21). 

The Bible demands concrete action to alleviate the plight of the poor, including the 

following commandments: forgive debts in the Sabbatical year; leave the crops of the four corners 

of a field (pe’ah), forgotten sheaths (shechichah), and any fallen harvest (leket); return tribal lands 

to their original family owners in the Jubilee years; and give annual tithings as communal aid. The 

early rabbis expanded the Biblical use of the word tzedek, righteousness,12 when coining the word 

tzedakah as obligatory financial aid. The Talmud extolled this mitzvah by quoting Rabbi Assi [3rd-

4th century Israel], "Tẓedakah is as important as all the other commandments put together."13 

Every person, the rabbis emphasized, is obligated to fulfill the mitzvah of tzedakah, even a person 

who depended on charity.14 Giving as a duty, the rabbis taught, is a more dependable prompt for 

action than heart-felt twangs in the moment.15 Jewish legal writers held that a Rabbinic court could 

force a short-changer to meet the court's assessed sum for charity with flogging and confiscation 

of property.16 If justice is an obligation that demands our compliance, whether we like it or not, 

then so is tzedakah.  

The Talmud distinguishes between gemilut hesed (acts of kindness) and tzedakah as 

follows: “Tzedakah is done with one’s money, while gemilut hesed may be done with one’s money 

or with one’s person. Tzedakah is given only to the poor, while gemilut hesed may be given both 

to the poor and to the rich. Tzedakah is given only to the living, while gemilut hesed may be shown 

to both the living and the dead.”17 The two may also be distinguished as an obligated amount of 

tzedakah (think spiritual tax), and giving as personal choice, which is an act of kindness (hesed).  

In the Code of Jewish Law the expectation of tzedakah is 10% and for those who are able 

up to 20%.18 In our own day, people may understandably consider their actual taxes as containing 

an element of tzedakah, with distribution to the poor and support for the infrastructure and safety 

of the larger community. In that light, it is appropriate to decide on a percentage of earnings to go 

to tzedakah annually and to try and stay true to that predetermined amount. The rabbis emphasize 

the concept of giving visualized as a series of concentric circles, starting at the center with family 

needs, moving outward to local community and then further outward to the larger community.19 
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We begin with an inclination "to give where you live,”20  and yet are guided to place some funds 

in each circle so as to widen our very notion of where we live. Maimonides emphasized that the 

highest level of giving is to help another to become financially self-supporting. And that to give 

begrudgingly is the lowest level of giving, even when the amount presented is adequate.21 “Do not 

humiliate a beggar,” the Talmud warns us. “God is beside that person.” Rabbi Eleazar said, “The 

reward that is paid for giving charity is directly related to the kindness with which it is given.”22  

Coupling Justice with Mercy 

Justice is often coupled with mercy in the sages’ descriptions of God’s attributes.23 The 

rabbis imagine God reflecting, "Thus said the Holy One, 'If I create the world with the Attribute 

of Mercy, sin will abound; and if I create it with the Attribute of Justice, how can the world exist? 

Therefore, I create it with both attributes, mercy and justice, and may it thus endure.'"24 Justice and 

mercy are distinctive. Justice denotes detachment and mercy entails attachment25 The Talmudic 

sages present God as praying, “Oh, that I would always let my mercy prevail over my justice.”26 

Justice and mercy are two steps of a single process: Judge without sentimentality or bias, enabling 

fairness and predictability, and then employ empathy and kindness to determine a response marked 

by compassion. In the selection of Psalms that are recited to greet the Sabbath, we celebrate the 

very centrality of justice when we chant “Let the sea and all that is in it roar, the earth and all who 

inhabit it thunder; let rivers clap hands, while mountains sing in harmony, greeting the Ever-

Present-One, who comes to judge the earth- judging the world with justice and the nations with 

truth” (Psalm 98:9).27 Such trust in society’s fairness as well enables belonging and cooperation. 

Adam Grant, the youngest professor in the history of the Wharton School of Business, was 

taken aback by the widespread belief that CEOs in the competitive world of business needed great 

toughness. He wanted to show his students that generous people would succeed, too. He defined 

three kinds of dispositions: givers (taking satisfaction in giving, with no expectation of reward); 

reciprocators (giving with an expectation of an equal return, the majority of people); and takers 

(those who only focused on their self-interest). He found that givers, which represented about a 

fifth of people, were the most and least successful. They were the least when they failed to employ 

judgment, allowing others to take advantage of them. But when giving with a thoughtful 

assessment as to the merits of the situation and the trustworthiness of the person with whom they 

were dealing, they were the most successful. Givers developed the trust and admiration of the 
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people with whom they worked. Professor Grant emphasized that judgment coupled with a 

propensity for giving determined success in all personal relationships. 

Summary

Justice is the ability to do what is right. To choose a correct course of action entails both 

mind and heart. With mind we assess information so as to determine genuine needs, if a person is 

trustworthy, and what dangers are before us. Acting as a judge entails recognizing the role our 

hearts play while stepping back to assess reality with unbiased clarity. Trusting in society’s 

fairness enables belonging and cooperation. To act justly means to give with open eyes, 

recognizing limitations coupled with the immense needs around us. To do justly is to prioritize 

action with far reaching vision while using our moral compass and abiding expectations for 

direction.  

Micha Odenheimer: International Projects 

When I met Micha twenty years ago, my first impression was how unassuming he is, 

even unconcerned about his appearance. And yet he has made an enormous impact on alleviating 

poverty and empowering young people to discover their potential as social justice activists. 

Micha was raised in Los Angeles, educated at Yale, and ordained as a rabbi by Brooklyn’s 

Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, a premier authority of Jewish Law. In his late-20’s Micha moved to 

Israel and became a successful journalist, composing news and features for a range of American 

periodicals and Israeli newspapers. His writing brought him to Ethiopia, where he documented 

the plight of Ethiopian Jews. He heard rumors that the village of Quara contained Jews who were 

left behind during the Israeli airlift of 1991. He made the arduous trek to their isolated area and 

learned that the villagers had a feud with their neighbors, which had led those neighbors to 

misdirect the Israeli agents preparing the airlift. After returning to Israel, he wrote of the stranded 

Jews and met with Prime Minister Netanyahu, then completing his first term, who ordered the 

airlift of the Jews of Quara. His writing on behalf of Ethiopians prompted him to take more 

sustained action: He created and headed the “Association of Ethiopian Jews,” the first 

organization to lobby Knesset members on behalf of the Ethiopian community in Israel. After 

five years, he turned over the leadership of the agency over to Ethiopians. Through his successful 

efforts he forged a new identity as a social justice activist. 

Justice Heroes 
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Trekking in the Himalayas with his family, he encountered many Israelis taking time 

after their army service to explore the region and to learn about the traditional religions of Asia. 

He saw a need to offer purpose to the travelers and to enhance their exposure to the beauty of 

Judaism. He chose to begin with Nepal, among the poorest countries in the world. The 

organization that he founded, Tevel b’Tzedek, derived its name from the phrase in Psalm 9:8, “a 

world with justice.” In the last twelve years over 1200 volunteers have spent from one month to 

two years volunteering alongside Nepalese peers, bringing the best agricultural practices to 

villagers struggling with subsistence farming and aiding those economically displaced from 

village life in a Community Center in Kathmandu. He partnered with Dr. Bishnu Chapagain, 

who grew up in a Nepalese village and earned his doctorate in agriculture at Beersheva 

University in Israel.  
The Israeli and Nepalese volunteers and professional staff addressed poverty by 

expanding the kinds of products grown and expediting deliveries to market.  The Israelis 

reported their admiration for the resourcefulness and goodness of the Nepalese people, who have 

struggled under a series of corrupt governments and economic hardship. Volunteers, whether 

religious or secular, have told of an increased appreciation of Judaism as a force for doing good 

in the larger world. A huge impact of the projects is that the volunteers, on returning home to 

Israel, have sought out work with non-profit organizations. Alumni of Tevel B’Tzedek, for 

instance, now serve as leaders of IsraAID, the Israeli-based humanitarian agency that responds to 

emergency crises and international development around the world. Tevel organized alumni to 

respond to the 2010 earthquake in Haiti and in recent years expanded into Africa, first in Burundi 

and now in Zambia. 

Micha’s qualities as a keen listener and observer led him from journalism to a new path: 

devoting his time to alleviating hardship and enhancing hope. Justice entails doing what is right, 

including the sharing of resources, even when those helped provide no material benefit to you. 

As I write, Micha is in the process of handing off leadership of a healthy Tevel B’Tzedek to 

younger Israelis.  He will surely find another worthy project. 

For further reading about Micha consider Yossi Klein HaLevi’s “The Rabbi of 

Nepal,” https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/micha-odenheimer. 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/micha-odenheimer
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/micha-odenheimer
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Arnold served as a patriarch for the Orange County Jewish community. Over thirty years 

ago lay leaders identified a facility that could serve as a residence for the elderly. Arnold gathered 

co-signers for the loan documents and made the first substantial commitment to what would 

become the first purchase made by the collective Jewish community of Orange County. Decades 

later he would spearhead the burning of the mortgage note with an offer of matching funds.  

When Ruth, his beloved and supportive wife passed, he endowed a new memory care unit at 

Heritage Pointe. What he did for the elderly, he did for the broader community: co-donating an 

industrial building as the first local, non-rented JCC (Jewish Community Center); helping to 

establish the Community Foundation to enable collective tzedakah; and supporting local day 

school education and synagogues. Arnold was a visionary of tzedakah. When he saw a communal 

need, he took the initiative to shape the future. 

A successful builder, Arnold was a CBI congregant. When over twenty-five years ago we 

were raising funds for the construction of our first synagogue, a founder met with Arnold to ask 

him to match his lead gift of $150,000 toward the $1.8 million construction cost. Arnold said, “I 

know that you are going to ask me for money for the shul. I am prepared to give, but only if you 

match my amount and conditions. I am prepared to give $400,000 in cash with the stipulation 

that the synagogue will not borrow off the mortgage. I want the synagogue to exist debt free. I 

like the rabbi and I have seen how financial problems bring a community down. Let’s raise 

pledges for all the needed funds before we put the shovel in the ground.” Surprised, the generous 

volunteer agreed. Our synagogue community has benefitted from their generosity and their 

caution. What continues to inspire me are Arnold’s modesty, humor, and sense of duty. With 

forethought, he acted quietly on behalf of the community-at-large as the right thing to do. Arnold 

and Ruth's  philanthropy has become a model for the community.

Heroes of Daily Caring Deeds 

When I think of my mitzvah heroes, I initially focus on friends who are large in their 

impact. So, I begin with Micha Odenheimer and Arnold Feuerstein. But not everyone has the 

resources, whether financial or time, to do the same. While I remain uplifted and positively 

impacted by their deeds and character, I also pause to honor smaller scale actions. Such daily 

deeds of justice and kindness are what I seek to increase, as I have witnessed with the following 

individuals: 

Arnold Feuerstein: Making a Difference Close to Home 
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o The congregants who volunteer every month to prepare and serve food at a local

shelter.

o Those who participate at Synagogue meetings to enable the vitality of Jewish

community.

o The couple who brought a photo booth to the opening day of religious school to

add play and excitement for the children- and this rabbi.

o The customer who complemented the earrings of the cashier at Trader Joe’s.

And the list goes on. I see goodness in many places on a regular basis. In noting these examples, 

I am also reminded of the overlap between justice and kindness, with kindness the greater focus 

of our next unit. 

Conversation Prompts

What is an injustice in the larger world that upsets you greatly? What is the 

source of the injustice, why does it persist and how might it be corrected? What 

might you do in your own small way? 

In choosing a political candidate, should you focus on who you think would 

do the job best or the best who would likely win? How is such a decision similar 

and different than that of a juror? 

What is one focus of your tzedakah? Why this cause and what impact 

does your giving make? 

o The mother who waited in her car in the school parking lot to present dresses to

the child of an immigrant, single-parent so as to surprise the young girl with nice

clothes.
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1 Paul Simon, “The Boxer” (1969), this is a quote my brother, Mark Spitz, brought to my 
attention as a characterization of current political discourse. 
2 Leviticus 19:31; Deuteronomy 18:10-11. 
3 BT, Moed Katan 28a. 
4 Shulkhan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah 179:14, see gloss of Moses Isserles (Remah).  
5 Exodus 23:19, 34:26; Deuteronomy 14:21. 
6 Shulkhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 87:1, and Remah. 
7 BT, Ketubot 105a. 
8 But one may take a fee for one’s time, as long as one takes the same fee from both sides, 
as did Karna (Bekhor Shor, 12th century, France, commenting on BT Ketubot 105a); It is 
unnecessary 
to say that one must not take monetary bribes; this means one must not even takes bribes of 
words (David Kimchi, 12-13th century, France).
9 Rashi, commenting on Exodus 23:8). 
10 “This verse applies to all of Israel” (Bekhor Shor). 
11 Abraham Twerski, Twerski on Chumash (NY: Mesorah Publication), p.396. 
12 The word tzedek appears 157 times in Hebrew Scripture. 
13 BT, Bava Batra 9a. 
14 BT Gittin 7a. 
15 “Greater is the reward of one who has been commanded and performs than that of one 
who has not been commanded, but performs” (BT Bava Qamma 38a; Sanhedrin 59a; 
Avodah Zarah 3a). As a consequence, greater merit to give as duty than the heartfelt 
response to a moment, because there is a greater probability of giving when not relying on 
feelings alone.
16 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Mattenot Aniyim 7:10, relying on Ketubot 49b. 
17 BT, Sukkot 49b. 
18 Shukhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 249. 
19 Shulkhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 251:3. 
20 A phrase of former CBI president, Michael Vishny. 
21 Mishneh Torah, Laws of Charity, 10:7–14. 
22 BT, Sukkot 49b. 
23 Isaiah 45:19; Psalm 103:17, 89:14; Maimonides, Guide 3:53. 
24 Genesis Rabbah 12:15; the same debate is imagined concerning the creation of the 
human being (Genesis Rabbah 21: 8).
25 A.J. Heschel, The Prophets (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Soceity, 1962), 220, n.34. 
26 BT Berachot 7a. 
27 Another example is Psalm 89:14, "Righteousness and justice are the foundation of Your 
throne; loving devotion and truth go before You." 

https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/6664.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/6664.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/4941.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/4941.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/4349.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/4349.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/3678.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/3678.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/3678.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/3678.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/2617.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/2617.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/571.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/571.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/6923.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/6923.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/6440.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/hebrew/6440.htm
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Chapter 4: Love Kindness

An Enduring Introduction to Kindness 

As a fourteen-year-old, I traveled with my brother and a friend to Mazatlan, Mexico. It 

was my first foreign travel and my first taste of the kindness of strangers. As our funds were 

limited and needs uncertain, we only shopped for souvenirs on our last day. We had already paid 

our hotel room and had purchased the train tickets to return to our car in Arizona. That night, our 

friend, Ricky, came down with shigella, putting his whole body on tilt. Fluids emerged from 

every pore and orifice. The front desk sent over a local physician who first asked how much 

money we had. We pooled our remaining funds as his fee. “Do not move your friend for twenty-

four hours,” he instructed. We complied, but lacked the $25 to pay for the additional night. I 

possessed Leon Uris’ Mila 18, a novel about the Warsaw Ghetto uprising during the Holocaust 

that I had just finished reading on the beach (Nerdy, I know. I still tend to bring along 

challenging reading when on vacation).  

The next morning, I stopped tourists with my paperback in hand and asked, “Would you 

like to buy my book?” If they paused, I continued, “Let me tell you why I want to sell you this 

book. My friend has taken ill and we need to pay for another night in the hotel. We need $25.” 

The third or fourth person I stopped, said, “Keep the book. Here is $25 and my address.” 

Remarkably, a couple who had heard my plea and kept walking found the three of us later in the 

afternoon in the shade near the beach and said, “We regret that we did not give you the money. 

We waste so much during vacation. Do you still need some funds?” “No,” I replied, “We are fine 

now.” “Then let us prepare some food for your travels.” They soon returned with a large bag. 

During the long return train ride, we shared the plentiful food with fellow travelers. 

Remembering my feelings of gratitude has repeatedly prompted me to give the benefit of doubt 

to others and to go beyond what is expected in helping. 

Rabbi Lawrence Kushner described a far more extreme example of kindness based on a 

story of his rabbinical school student, Shifra Penzias. Her great-aunt Sussie was riding in a city 

bus in Munich when SS Storm Troopers suddenly stopped the coach and began examining the 

identification papers of the passengers.  As the officers moved from row to row, Sussie began to 

get agitated.  She began to tremble, tears streaming down her face, when a man next to her 

noticed that she was crying.  He politely asked why.  “I don’t have the papers you have.  I am a 

Jew.  They are going to take me.” The man began to explode with disgust.
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“I can’t stand being near you! Can’t you remember anything?”  The SS men asked what all the 

yelling was about. The man shouted angrily, “My wife has forgotten her papers again.  I am so 

fed up!  She always does this!”  The soldiers laughed and moved on.  The rabbinical student said 

that her great-aunt Sussie never saw the man again.  She never even knew his name. The man on 

the bus not only saved Sussie’s life, but in his quick thinking saved an entire future family. 

Kindness is Developed 

Acts of kindness are products of preparation. In the words of Erich Fromm in The Art of

Loving (1956), “Love isn’t something natural. Rather it requires discipline, concentration, 

patience, faith, and the overcoming of narcissism. It isn’t a feeling, it is a practice.” While we 

may look at small children and see so much cuteness, up close there is natural bigotry and 

selfishness. As shown in a CBS’ “Sixty Minutes” segment,1  Yale researchers Karen Wynn and 

Paul Bloom documented that infants too young to walk, talk or crawl, preferred puppets who 

liked the same graham crackers or cheerios as them. And as for selfishness, children under the 

age of eight usually preferred a reduced reward, which could be used for prizes, in exchange for 

the assurance that others would receive even less. After the age of eight, increasing numbers of 

children were content with equality and some even gave more to others than they received. 

Researchers characterize the emerging altruism as a product of natural empathy cultivated by 

parenting and culture,  but cautioning that the selfish instinct is still there with regression under 

stress.  In the words of political scientist, Robert Sapolsky, “In practice, humans can second-

guess and tame their aggressive tendencies toward the Other. Yet doing so is usually a secondary 

corrective step.”2 Where humans have an advantage over instinct-driven animals is that our 

identities are multiple and malleable. Adults looking at photos will respond reflexively with 

greater fear in seeing people of another race than their own. The bias changes, Sapolsky writes, 

when the people are wearing their preferred sports-team jerseys. On the side of hope, our 

propensity for altruism also has an evolutionary component: Belonging to a group and helping 

others in the group contributes to survival and even infants display empathy.  

The challenge is how to expand our definition of the we: How to incentivize cooperation, 

accountability, and care for a larger group than our immediate family, tribe, nation, and even 

species. This is where religion at its best comes in. Religions that present God as a caring, 

watchful presence add motivation to live up to a Divinely-mandated, moral code. Beliefs in a
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single Creator and that we humans are created in the image of that Creator mean that the whole 

world is our concern and that other humans are extended family. Religions, including Judaism, 

historically often chose to treat their own- whether faith or people- as superior, which is why I 

say “religion at its best.” Consider the Jewish debate over the Torah’s most important teaching. 

The Torah’s Most Important Teaching 

The Talmud recounts that a non-Jew once approached Shammai (the first-century, Israel 

sage) and said, “I will convert to Judaism if you will teach me all the Torah while I stand on 

one foot.”

Shammai chased the man away with a builder’s measure that he wielded in his hand. The 

man came before Hillel and repeated his request. Hillel replied, “What is hateful to you do not do 

to your neighbor. That is the whole Torah. The rest is commentary- go and study.”3 Hillel’s 

reframing of the Biblical teaching, “Love your neighbor as yourself for I am Lord your 

God” (Leviticus 19:18) is practical in that it is easier to discern and stop short of doingthe  what 

is hurtful than to exhibit the more expansive verb of love. And yet, there are those, like Rabbi 

Akiva, who identify the command of love as the most important teaching of the Torah. His 

second-century contemporary, Ben Azzai disagreed, stating that the verse “This is the book of 

the descendants of Adam… the human whom God made in God’s likeness” (Genesis 5:1) 

contained a principle even greater.4  

Ben Azzai’s formulation enlarges by encompassing all people beyond the more literal 

“your neighbor.” If all people are made in God’s likeness, then all people are infinitely valuable 

and on an absolutely equal level and warrant our kindness. And yet, the power of Rabbi Akiva’s 

focus on love is that such a verb directly addresses our highest self. And yet, “love” raises many 

questions: Can love be commanded? Can you genuinely love someone as much as yourself? Can 

we love someone, particularly outside our family, with the same commitment of care as 

ourselves? What about those who have hurt or threaten us or whom we hate? What if my tastes 

or needs are different than my neighbors? And the questions go on. 

What Does the Verse “Love Your Neighbor as Yourself” Mean?

Consider the story told of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, a towering figure of 20th 

century Jewish thought, who taught for over twenty-five years at the Jewish Theological Seminary 
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in New York City. He once asked his class whether they wished they could remove any 

commandments from the Torah. Following a pause, Heschel shared that he would uproot 

Leviticus 19:18, “You shall love your fellow as yourself.” After a few moments of stunned 

silence, Heschel explained that the commandment is “simply impossible to fulfill, and it’s so 

important, it’s the basis of all civilization.” In sum, at first impression this law is noble, at second 

glance confusing, and at third, paradoxically impossible and essential.5

Defining expectations that could be met, rabbis offered clarifications of the command. 

Maimonides (Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon, Spain-Egypt, 1135-1204), wrote, “The Torah does not 

command the extent of our love, but rather the genuine character of it…all the things that you 

would want people to do for you [which he had listed earlier as visiting the sick, comforting the 

mourner, celebrating the marriage ceremony with the bride and groom, offering hospitality, 

burying the dead, or delivering a eulogy], do for your brothers and sisters.”6 Rashbam (Rabbi 

Sh’muel ben Meir, Germany, 1080-1174 and the grandson of Rashi, the most influential Biblical 

commentator) emphasized that this command only applied “if your neighbor is good, but if he is 

a wicked, ‘the fear of the Lord is to hate evil’” (Proverbs 8:13).  

Nahmanides (Rabbi Moshe ben Nahman, Spain-Israel, 1194-1270) stated that the law 

was “not meant literally, since a person cannot be expected to love his neighbor as his own soul. 

Rabbi Akiva himself ruled to the contrary by teaching that ‘your life takes precedence over your 

fellows.’ The Torah here implied that we should wish our neighbor to enjoy the same wellbeing 

that we wish ourselves…. Even if he wishes him well in everything- in wealth, honor, learning 

and wisdom, he will still not want him to be absolutely equal with him. He will still want to be 

superior to him in some respect. It was this form of selfishness that the Torah condemned. But a 

person should wish his fellow well in all things, just as he wishes his own self and have no 

reservations.”These medieval Jewish commentators consistently understood “neighbor” (“re’ah”) 

as referring to a fellow Jew.7 And this carried over into more recent times and disturbingly with a 

theological justification. Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Lyady (1747-1812), the founder of Chabad 

Hasidism, wrote that neighborly love is limited “toward every soul of Israel, both great and 

small…[for] “all Israelites are called real brothers by virtue of the source of their souls in the one 

God.”8 This is not to say that Jews historically failed to act kindly toward non-Jews. Indeed, the 

Torah repeatedly emphasized the duty to care for the stranger and twice explicitly commands, 

“You shall love the stranger (ger), because you were strangers in the land of Egypt (Leviticus 

19:33-34; Deuteronomy 10:19).9 In the Talmud, “for the sake of peace” 
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(mipnei darkhei shalom) is cited as imposing a duty to treat Gentiles and Jews the same when in 

need of food, when visiting the sick, and in burying the dead.10 The immediate explanation for a 

narrow reading of “neighbor,” was the first half of the verse: “Do not take revenge nor bear a 

grudge against the children of your people; You must love your neighbor as [you love] yourself. 

I am God.” And more, the interpreters lived during a time when Jews were vilified by their 

Christian and Moslem neighbors and naturally returned the contempt. 

Starting in Germany in the 19th century when Jewish emancipation began to offer Jews a 

new status as fellow citizens, a wave of rabbis and Jewish leaders began explicitly extending the 

Biblical command “to love the neighbor” to Gentile neighbors.11 Some placed added emphasis 

on the concluding words of the verse, “I am God,” as conveying a shared lineage among all 

people: “your neighbor who is like yourself.”12  

Contemporary Bible scholar, Richard Elliot Friedman, presents the case that the original 

intent of the Biblical verse encompassed the need to love all people.13 He emphasizes that the 

Bible has a signature concern for the stranger, a term that appears fifty-two times in the sacred 

text. And the word commonly translated as neighbor, re’ah, refers elsewhere in the Bible to 

“humans” regardless of group affiliation: In the story of Babel (Genesis 11:3); as a designation 

for Hirah the Canaanite in the Judah and Tamar story (Genesis 38:12, 20); and for the Egyptian 

neighbors whom the Israelites ask for gold and silver before the Exodus (Exodus 11:2). He 

concludes, “The writers of the Bible who came from the stock of those who had experienced the 

exodus bequeathed to us all something tremendous: Treat the alien the same. Love you neighbor 

as yourself. This piece of wisdom has reached us from a text written over two millennia ago. 

And if we are right in our analysis, it derived from an event over three millennia ago. Now we no 

longer need to argue over whether love of neighbor really means what we thought. It does. 

Perhaps now we can use our time on trying more than ever to live it."14 

Imitating God

In Judaism, an act of loving-kindness is called gemilut hesed. And as God acts kindly, so 

are we to behave.15 As stated in Deuteronomy, you are “to walk after the Lord Your 

God” (Deuteronomy 13:4), which prompts the sages to ask, “How can a person walk after God 

who is a devouring fire” (Deuteronomy 4:24)? And then provides the following answer: 
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It means, to walk after God’s attributes [middot]: As God clothes the naked, 

you should clothe the naked. The Torah teaches that the Holy One visited the sick, 

you should visit the sick. The Holy One comforted those who mourned, you 

should comfort those who mourn. The Holy One buried the dead; you should bury 

the dead. Rabbi Simlai taught, The Torah begins with deeds of loving-kindness 

and ends with deeds of loving-kindness. It begins with deeds of loving-

kindness, as it is written, “And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife 

garments of skins and clothed them” (Genesis 3:21) and ends with deeds of 

loving-kindness, as it is written, “And God buried him [Moses] in the 

valley in the Land of Moab” (Deuteronomy 34:6).16 

Among God’s names is HaRachaman, Merciful One, a name that shares the linguistic root with 

the word womb, conveying the unconditional love of a mother.17 In the repeated refrain of 

Psalms “ki l’olam chasdo”- for God’s kindness endures forever.”  

The rabbis will identify God’s name YHVH as merciful and Elohim as denoting 

judgment. And judge God does, too. And more, God gets angry. My teacher, Rabbi David 

Hartman, said that God in the Torah is the most emotional character. Consider God’s response to 

the people’s infidelity of the worship of the Golden Calf. God wails to Moses, “I have observed 

the people and they are an unbending group. Now do not try and stop Me when I unleash my 

wrath against them to destroy them. I will then make you into a great nation” (Exodus 32:9-10). 

Moses successfully calms God down. The relationship with the Children of Israel moves 

forward. Even God in the Bible falls short of the steady, merciful Being. And yet, in this story 

and others, God regains perspective, forgives, and proceeds with kindness. All the more, we who 

are human will fall short of always meeting the aspiration of “loving kindness.” How well we do 

succeed is shaped by our goals. 

What Does Kindness Mean for a Mensch?

The following are a handful of principles of mensch-making in terms of kindness.18 

1. Genuineness

Treat people kindly and with respect because it is the right thing to do, regardless of 

whether they can or will reciprocate. How we act with somebody who depends on us- whether an 

Uber-driver, a gardener, or a waiter- defines our character. To act genuinely is also to relate as an 
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equal to a person who is wealthy, famous, or powerful. A friend once said that the hardest part of 

his immense wealth was not knowing after a quip whether a person’s laughter was to please him 

or because they found him funny. In helping and honoring others, the payoff is first and foremost 

the satisfaction of being useful, generous, and real.  

2. Generosity as a Goal

Seeing ourselves as kind and wanting to further develop this attribute of character 

will prompt initiating acts of compassion and generosity regardless of what others are doing. 

3. Doing More than is Expected

In a culture of transaction, we surprise others and reinforce our personal identity of 

goodness when we go beyond expectations. Consider the story of Aaron Feuerstein, who was a 

cousin of Arnold Feuerstein who I described as a “justice-hero.” Their grandfather immigrated 

from Sighet, located in the Carpathian Mountains and later the hometown of Elie Wiesel. Before 

his departure, he deeded his clothing factory to the community as a place of study, later 

endowing a substantial annual prize for an outstanding student (Elie Wiesel did not get it, but his 

best friend David Weiss Halivini did and would go on to become a professor of Talmud at the 

Jewish Theological Seminary and Columbia University). The elder Feuerstein wrote in an ethical 

will to his family to always give tzedakah and you will be rewarded.19 

When Malden Mills, the family-clothing factory, burned down on December 11, 1995, 

his grandson Aaron was in charge. The factory was the largest employer in Lawrence, MA. 

Feuerstein used his insurance money to rebuild the factory, and to pay the salaries of all the idle 

factory workers during construction. Feuerstein spent millions keeping all 3,000 employees on 

the payroll with full benefits for six months. In doing so, he went against common CEO business 

practices, especially at a time when most companies were downsizing and moving overseas. 

Feuerstein said that he did so as a product of his Jewish duty to take care of those in need. This 

sadly is not a happy-ending story. Malden Mills would rebuild, reopen, and go into bankruptcy 

again in 2001. The company with its distinctive Polartec fabric would be sold and resold a 

number of times afterwards. And yet, Aaron looms large as a model for doing what is right and 

doing so as a business gamble, which in some cases fails. 

4. Cultivating Gratitude and Paying Forward

Gil Hovav gained fame in Israel for his TV interviews with internationally-

acclaimed chefs who introduced Israel to fine cuisine, initiating a foodie culture. Afterwards, 
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he did a show with Nobel laureates from around the world. I asked him what had surprised him 

the most as a takeaway from those interviews. He said how consistently the Nobel laureates 

attributed their success to luck and the people around them. No doubt each one had enormous 

talent and drive and yet chose to see their success as more than their own doing. When we 

cultivate gratitude we are motivated to give back. This attitude of gratitude will be repeated in 

the next section on humility. The character traits of mensch-making are intertwined.

Regarding hard-won achievement, my teacher Rabbi Simon Greenberg upon reaching the 

age of 90 (a more rare occurrence thirty years ago) said that he could not explain his longevity, 

but that the quality of his life was due to a decision: to believe in a caring Creator and that all in 

his life was therefore a gift. He said that when people took sole credit, they tended toward 

arrogance when succeeding or cynical when things turned sour. But that he had grown to accept 

disappointments as part of a larger plan and when things went well to receive the benefits with 

gratitude. Rabbi Greenberg modeled devotion, humility, and an aliveness of learning throughout 

his life. 

Giving back can be done on a massive scale, as is the case of billionaires who have 

signed “the Giving Pledge,”20 or by single acts of kindness. I was deeply moved by a 

conversation with a cab driver recounted by Pulitzer-Prize journalist, Ron Suskind in his 2015 

Commencement Speech at Lewis and Clark College:21 

I am from Somalia. It is a tough country and I have lived a difficult life. I 

was lucky that I had a passport and a visa to get me out of the country as a 

junior, national soccer player. And just enough money to buy a plane ticket to 

New York. 

I arrived in Kennedy airport in January. It was six degrees outside. I was 

dressed like an African and spoke just a few words of English. I had a piece of 

paper with the name of my contact on the soccer team who I must meet in 

Virginia. 

I went to the clerk, a very large man- like four Africans- behind a desk with 

the large letters AA written on it. 

I showed him my piece of paper. 

He made the universal sign for money. I reached into my pocket and 

pulled out five dollars. That was all I had. We looked at each other. 
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And then he reached into his pocket, pulled out a piece of plastic (his 

own credit card), swiped it in a machine and handed me a ticket. 

Then, I knew that something extraordinary had happened. 

I spoke no English. So, I tried to thank him with my eyes. 

I made it to Northern Virginia, found my connection on the soccer team, 

worked at a Pizza Hut and learned English. I met a woman from Somalia. 

We had children and made a life. All because of the man in Kennedy Airport. 

 I once went back to JFK to look for him. But I could not find him. 

Then, an amazing thing happened to me a month ago. I was in the cab line 

at Washington airport. A small Vietnamese man with a big bag was at the 

front of the line. All he had was a piece of paper with an address- two hours 

away in Virginia. I made the universal sign for money. 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out one lone dollar. I had five 

times as much. 

So I said, “Get in.” 

And we drove way into Virginia until we reached a tiny house where an 

even tinier Vietnamese woman ran out and hugged him tightly. 

He turned to me, he spoke no English. 

But I could see he was trying to thank me with his eyes. 

I thought of the man in Kennedy Airport who helped me. 

Now I am him. 

And I looked at the Vietnamese man and I said, “now it is your turn.” 

5. Empathy and Benefit of the Doubt

All the examples of kindness come down to how we treat individuals in a particular 

moment. Identifying with the suffering of another as “but for the Grace of God go I” enables 

humility rather than hostility or condescending judgment. The good fortune in our lives is often 

the product of decisions made by others, such as where our ancestors chose to live or where our 

parents sent us to school. Diminished are those who are so caught up in themselves that they 

cannot see the essential dignity and goodness of others. In the light, the Torah repeatedly
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commands us to take care of the weakest in society- the widow, the orphan, the 

stranger- with the reminder, “for you were slaves in the Land of Egypt.” Embracing 

our collective memory enlarges our appreciation of who we are, what we possess, and the 

duty to help others. 

The early rabbinic sages convey life lessons in a tractate of the Mishnah called Avot, a 

collection of aphorisms. Among them are the following three on the topic of kindness. Rabbi 

Joshua ben Perhiah, second century BCE, taught, “When you assess people, tip the scales of 

balance in their favor.”22 Hillel of the 1st century counseled, “Do not judge others until you stand 

in their circumstances.”23 And Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai, also  of the first century, posed the 

following question to his disciples: 
`Look about you and tell me, what is the right path for a person to 

choose to live a good life? 

Rabbi Eliezer said, “A generous eye.” 

Rabbi Joshua said, “A good friend.” 

Rabbi Yose said, “A good neighbor.” 

Rabbi Shimon said, “Foresight.” 

Rabbi Eleazar said, “A generous heart.” 

He said to them, “I prefer the answer of Eleazar ben Arakh, for his view 

includes all of yours.”24 

Kindness is In Relationship with the Other 

A closing story about how lofty concepts, such as “loving kindness” and an open heart 

often come down to the people before us and the particulars of daily life.

An artist yearned to paint the most beautiful thing in the world. He left his family to 

begin his search. 

He met an old man and asked, “In light of your years and wisdom, what is most 

beautiful?” “Faithfulness,” he answered without hesitation.

He spoke with a young bride, who said, “Love, for it sweetens sorrows, makes you feel 

rich, and without it there is no beauty.”

And a soldier said, “Peace. For war destroys. Peace is happiness for it enables 

opportunity.”

The artist now had three subjects: faith, love and peace, but was at a loss as to how to 



Fifteen years ago, I received a letter on medical stationery from a Dr. Twerski asking if I 

would read a novel that he had written. After I agreed, I received the manuscript in the mail 

along with a profile article about him from Moment Magazine. Only then did I put together that 

paint them. Perplexed and tired, he headed home. From a distance he saw his beautiful wife and 

thought her faithfulness is love anld our home is a place of peace. Here where he had begun the 

search, he found the faithfulness of the old man and that which was most beautiful. He now 

knew how to paint love and peace. Wisdom is finding the dimension of the sacred close to 

home.25 

Summary 

Kindness is a genuine act of concern and caregiving, often by doing more than is 

expected. To love kindness is to take deep satisfaction in giving and to actively seek ways to do 

more. Gratitude is the wellspring from which kindness emerges and warrants active cultivation. 

Expanding our definition of “neighbor” broadens both the need to act kindly and the opportunity 

to do so. Love is relating to others with concrete acts of kindness and appreciation. Seeing 

ourselves as “generous” shapes our identity and spurs us to reinforce that elevating trait of 

character. 

Models of Kindness 

Abraham Twerski dedicated his career as a psychiatrist to working with addicts. He is 

also a Hasidic rabbi, a descendant of the founders of the Hasidic movement, making him an 

aristocrat in religious circles. He chose medicine as a young rabbi after noticing that congregants 

were going to his father for counsel and not to him. He understood that younger people in 

America sought out therapists for their emotional problems. With a scholarship from Danny 

Thomas, the famous Lebanon-born performer, Abe attended Medical School. When he 

completed his residency at St. Francis Hospital in Pittsburgh, a Catholic hospital, the nuns asked 

if he would stay on as the head of psychiatry. As there was no County Hospital in Pittsburgh, 

many of the indigent and emotionally-challenged wound up in the sprawling psychiatric ward. 

He replied to the sisters, “I am honored by your request, but I observe the Sabbath and would not 

be available for 25-hours a week and the job of chief warrants someone who is available full-

time.” “We know that you are religious,” they replied, “and that is precisely why we see you as 

the right doctor for us and the needs of our patients.” He would stay on at the hospital for many 

years and then opened Gateway Rehabilitation Center, which became a model treatment facility 

for substance abuse. 
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Dr. Twerski was the same Rabbi Twerski whose Jewish writings I had so enjoyed and valued. 

The novel dealt with an attorney with cancer considering the meaning of his life and the afterlife. 

He would later explain that he had read my book entitled Does the Soul Survive? and sought my 

reactions as to how he had handled the topic of the afterlife. After I sent him some of my 

thoughts, he wrote back and asked if we could meet during an upcoming trip to LA. I was 

frankly a bit perplexed why he would want to meet me, which I also learned was an extension of 

his humility, kindness, and curiosity. We spent that day together and a friendship ensued. 

Repeatedly spending time with him and his wife, Gail, is a great privilege, because they are so 

genuinely warm and wise.  

When we first met he said, “Just call me Abe.” As we parted after that first full day 

together, he gave me a hug and said, “This is how we say goodbye at AA,” later explaining that 

AA had made a big impact on how he saw life and treated other people. “We all have 

addictions,” he explained. “Mine is writing.” He has composed over 60 books on topics of 

addiction, happiness, and Judaism. His writing emerges both from scholarship and deep 

experiences with people. When he came to my door for that first encounter, I noted his white 

beard and long black coat, the traditional appearance of a pious Hasid. And yet, he has devoted 

his life to working with people of all backgrounds who are widely seen as on the lowest rung of 

society. His genuine humility and kindness emerge from seeing the Divine in each person.  

A friend (who prefers to be called Daisy for this telling) actively makes people happy. 

She considers the driver in the car next to her a fellow community member. At a red light she 

will honk, smile, and roll-down her window. And when the person rolls down their window too, 

she will explain: “My goal is making 100 people smile a day and you are 87,” usually evoking a 

smile in return. Daisy carries cards in her pocket with fortune-cookie-like statements about hope 

or goodness and will give such a card to a person that she encounters who looks frazzled or sad. 

Recently, she said to the Nigerian woman next to her in a shopping line, “You have beautiful 

skin.” “Thanks,” the stranger replied, brightening up. “No one has ever said that to me before.” 

Her active desire to find the good in others and to evoke positive feelings can border on the 

goofy and the unusually brave, and she is both, but she is also genuine in her kindness and a 

master organizer. 
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Not unlike, “Daisy,” the people I admire as models of kindness prefer me not to use their 

name. And they are uncomfortable in my saying that they model goodness. When I have done 

so, they have responded by laughing and noting their shortcomings, such as impatience or by 

sharing examples of others that they genuinely admire. Such humility is an essential ingredient 

of menschleichkeit, as we will see in the next unit. 

Conversation and Activity 

Describe an act of kindness that was done for you and its impact on you. 

Who is an inspiration of kindness for you? Describe that person’s deeds and ways.

Place an index card on your bathroom mirror that says, “Kindness” and 

then record on the back of the card each day for one week an act or acts of 

kindness that the reminder prompted that go beyond what you might 

otherwise have done. 

For three years in a row, Daisy organized a synagogue Sunday of “giving back to the 

community,” drawing a hundred-and-fifty people to choose from among eight non-profits for a 

day of volunteering. On one occasion, for instance, I helped paint the outdoor railings at a 

Ronald McDonald House. She is currently organizing with her husband, to facilitate a concert at 

the synagogue to showcase a choir of homeless residents from Los Angeles called Urban Voices. 

In her planning she tends to the details, a skill that served her well as a successful event planner. 

She insists on tending to the wellbeing and dignity of the performers with a quality bus, food 

before and after the performance, and no filming of the event lest there be any sense of 

exploitation. Her husband refers to her as “a force of nature.” She says of herself, “What I do is 

but provide a trickle of good to help a larger stream flow. 
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Session 5: Walk Humbly with Your God

The final quality of character that the Prophet Micah emphasizes is “to walk humbly with 

your God.” The words humble and humility have the same meaning, only differing 

grammatically: humble is an adjective or verb; and humility is a noun. What is humility and how 

is it linked to walking with “your” God? 

What is Humility? 

Humility is the opposite of pride. “Humility,” in the words of novelist C. S. Lewis, “is 

not thinking less of yourself, but thinking of yourself less.” A humble person sees the essential 

dignity and value of others. In religious terms, humility stems from an awareness of the unmet 

personal potential for each person whose is created in the image of God. Rabbi Israel Salanter, 

the master teacher of Mussar, Jewish ethics, taught that a person should look up to see needed 

progress in personal character and downwardly to see and help another in need. 

Aristotle, in contrast, ruled out humility as a virtue, for the “big-souled person,” he 

explained, was objectively superior to others. Humility signaled false modesty and small-

mindedness. In our day, humility is all too often misperceived as dependency that undermines 

freedom and effectiveness. Friedrich Nietzsche, the influential German philosopher (1844-1900), 

denigrated humility as a shameful ruse of the weak-minded to gain power. 

Maimonides admired Aristotle’s teachings, but differed on this topic. Maimonides taught 

not to compare ourselves to others, but to God, and through the study of God’s handiwork to 

appreciate God’s inestimable goodness and wisdom. Such knowledge, the Jewish philosopher 

emphasized led to love, quoting the Psalmist, “My soul thirsts for the living God” (Psalm 

42:3).”1 In seeing life as a Divine gift, differences in people’s strength, appearance, economic 

standing, achievement, or social position were deemed superficial. Maimonides emphasized the 

middle path for qualities of character, with humility as an exception as best done to the extreme. 

Such selflessness, he taught, would enable anonymity in the giving of charity so as to protect the 

dignity of the recipient.2 

 The difference between confidence and arrogance was emphasized to me at Boston 

University School of Law by my teacher of courtroom presentation, Judge David Nelson. Judge 

Nelson, the first African-American appointed to the Federal Court of New England and an 

observant Catholic, told us, “When you enter a courtroom hold yourself erect with the knowledge  
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that you have something important to share and when you speak do so with the confidence that 

people should listen to you. Doing so is very different than holding yourself up as superior to 

others, which is mistaken.” A great leader can operate with determination and confidence and 

still exemplify humility. 

Moses: “The Most Humble of All” 

The Bible only use one adjective to describe Moses, our model leader. For forty years he 

contended with complaints, uncertainty, unmet needs, and even rebellion. The Bible never 

describes his physical appearance, except for his need to wear a veil over his illuminated face 

after descending from Mount Sinai (Exodus 34:35). One quality of character is used to define 

him: “And the man Moses was the most humble of any person on the face of the 

earth” (Numbers 12:3).3 This is stated  just after Aaron and Miriam speak negatively about their 

brother by criticizing his relationship with his wife and asserting that God speaks with them too.
4 In response, God chastises Moses’ siblings, explaining that God’s relationship with Moses 

was more intimate than with any other prophet. Miriam is stricken with leprosy. Aaron pleads

with his brother to pray for her healing. “And Moses cries out to God, ‘O God, please heal 

her’” (Numbers 12:13). And God does. Moses humility enabled him to forgive despite the 

personal hurt of family gossip.  

Immediately before this incident, God had transferred from Moses the gift of prophecy 

onto seventy elders to help shoulder the responsibility for the Israelites. When two of them, 

Eldad and Medad, took to prophesying among the people, Moses’ assistant Joshua was upset and 

pleaded, “My lord Moses, stop them.”  

Moses replied, “Are you jealous for my sake? I only wish that all of God’s people would 

have the gift of prophecy! Let God grant Divine spirt to them [all]” (Numbers 11:28-29). Moses 

does not need spiritual exclusivity to feel valuable and beloved by God and by those around him.

Earlier in the text, Moses had chastised his brother Aaron for failure to eat from a sin 

offering in a sacred area. Aaron had responded that in the aftermath of his sons’ deaths, “If I had 

eaten the sin offering today, would it have been right in God’s eyes?!” (Leviticus 10:19). And in 

the next verse, Moses conceded that Aaron was right. His humility enabled admission of error.

Moses had initially begged off accepting the role of leader. Moses was not alone in 

rejecting God’s prophetic call. In the words of Jeremiah, “Ah, Lord God! I do not know how to 

speak, for I am still a boy” (Jeremiah 1:6) or Isaiah after a dramatic revelation of God’s angels, 
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moans “Woe is me; I am lost! For I am a man of unclean lips and I live among a people of 

unclean lips” (Isaiah 6:5). And Moses, as the prophet of prophets, does each of these prophets 

many times better. At the burning bush, Moses offers five successive reasons why he is ill-

chosen for the task of representing God before Pharaoh. When Moses finally pleads, “Please, O 

Lord, make someone else Your agent” (Exodus 4:12), God gets angry and says, I will send your 

brother Aaron with you as your spokesman. And yet, once Moses accepts, he steps fully into his 

role of responsibility and will decisively addresses Pharaoh, the most powerful man of his day. 

The initial sense of inadequacy before a formidable task is an aspect of humility and yet, so is the 

courage to still act confidently. 

Duties of the Heart 

Rabbi Bachya ibn Pekudei, the 11th century, Spanish author, expresses similar doubts 

about his worth in his introduction to Duties of the Heart (Hovevot Levavot), among the most 

influential texts on Jewish spiritual growth. Rabbi Bachya never imagined that his writing would 

endure across generations. He explained his initial hesitation as follows: 

When I planned to execute my decision to write this book, I saw that one 
like me is unworthy of writing a book such as this. I surmised that my ability 
would not suffice to analyze all the necessary aspects, owing to the difficulty that 
I perceived that to my wisdom being insufficient and my mind being too weak to 
grasp all of the issues, and that I am not fluent in Arabic language in which I 
wrote it. I feared that I would toil at something that would evidence my inability, 
and that it would be a presumptuous undertaking, so that I considered changing 
my mind and abandoning my previous decision. 

But when I designed to remove the laborious burden from myself and 
desist from composing the work, I reconsidered and became suspicious of myself 
for having chosen to rest and to dwell in the abode of laziness in peace and 
tranquility and I feared that it was the desire of the [evil] passion that was placing 
this thought [within me]… and I know that many minds have been lost out of 
apprehension, and many losses have been caused by fear… if all those involved in 
good causes… were to remain silent and still until they completely attain their 
ideal, no person would ever say a word after the Prophets… who were chosen by 
God 

 Humility is often a prerequisite for spiritual direction. In the words of the Talmud, “Torah 

is compared to water for just as water only runs downhill, never uphill, so the word of God can  

only be heard in a humble heart.”5 Humility includes the ability to listen to others respectfully, 

even when disagreeing. Such a capacity was identified with the School of Hillel who straddled 

the years before and after the Common Era.  Hillel and Shammai, who we met in their dispute 
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over teaching the whole of Torah while standing on one foot. The Talmud records 316 issues of 

dispute between them and their students.6 As a general rule, the School of Shammai took a 

more  stringent position than Hillel. As a result of those debates, Hillel sometimes changed a 

position; not so for Shammai.7 Overwhelmingly, the Sages voted in favor of Hillel as the legal 

holding. The Talmud describes Hillel’s success as follows: 

For three years the School of Shammai disputed with the School of Hillel. 
The former said, “The law agrees with our views.” 
And the latter said: “The law agrees with our views.” 
And then a Heavenly voice announced, “These and these are the words of 

the living God, but the law agrees with the rulings of the School of Hillel.” 

Since both schools’ rulings “are the words of the living God,” why was the 
law fixed according to the rulings of the School of Hillel? 

Because the followers of Hillel were kindly and modest. They not only 
studied the rulings of the School of Shammai, they even mentioned these rulings 
before their own… 

This teaches you that whoever is humble, the Holy One raises that 
person up, and whoever is self-exalting, the Holy One humbles. 

From the person who seeks greatness, greatness flees. But the person 
who flees acclaim, greatness follows.8 

Humility in Business 

The ability to listen and reconsider is essential for all relationships. In that light, I asked a 

congregant, Howard Mirowitz, who has spent much of his career working with technology start-

ups, “What enables success?” 

 He replied, “A leader who believes fully in a product and its direction, and yet is eager to 

learn from criticism and responds when needed with a new approach.”  
Learning from others requires humility and enables wisdom. In the words of Ben Zoma, 

“Who is wise? The person who learns from any person.”9  Likewise, Jim Collins, in his best-

selling business guide, Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap... and Others Don't

(2001),10 advised leaders to manifest personal humility while acting with determination for the 

business’ mission and underlying values. The leader, he emphasized, is a vessel for a greater 

good. 

God as Exemplar 

In the Torah, God models leadership. Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai, who emerged 

from Jerusalem under the Roman siege to establish the Academy of Yavneh, pointed out that 
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Scripture consistently pairs mention of God’s supreme power with God’s humility (anavah),” 

marked by God’s concern for the contrite and weak.11 Such a dramatic contrast appears in an 

endearing image near the beginning of Torah, which we might call “God and Tailor.” 

Adam and Eve have betrayed God’s single command to not eat from the tree at the center 

of the Garden of Eden. Just before their banishment from that idyllic setting, the Torah records: 

“And God made garments of leather for Adam and Eve and clothed them” (Genesis 3:21). God 

prepares them for life outside with a double gift of durable, protective clothing and more 

enduringly, the modeling of compassionate humility. God, the Creator of the World, is portrayed 

as personally tending to their needs. Only with the willingness to forgive others when they err and 

personal acts of care could Adam and Eve enable a loving and stable world outside the Garden.12 

God as Creator learns on the job how to maintain relationships and it is hard. Adam and 

Eve let God down. There are then ten generations to Noah, who also falters and then the calamity 

of the Tower of Babel. It is another ten generations to Abraham before God tries again to designate 

a family to uplift others toward goodness, “Through you all the nations of the earth shall be 

blessed” (Genesis 12:3). More history unfolds as the family becomes a clan and then a nation. God 

brings the people out of slavery with signs and wonders and speaks to the entire people at Mount 

Sinai initiating an enduring covenant, with the Ten Commandments as the symbol of loyalty and 

ethical foundation. Moses climbs to the top of Mount Sinai for a forty-day tutorial on the details 

of living as God’s people. But with Moses’ protracted absence, the people panic and worship 

before a Golden Calf. God erupts, saying that it is time to destroy this unfaithful lot and start over 

with Moses. Moses pleads on behalf of the sinners, saying that destruction would provide bad press 

among the nations of the world that God had taken the Israelites into the desert only to destroy 

them and reminds God of the promises to beloved Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to return their 

descendants to the Promised Land (Exodus 32: 9-14). And remarkably, Moses succeeds. “God 

refrained from the bad act that God had spoken of doing to God’s people” (Exodus 32:15). The 

sages of the Talmud amplify this remarkable exchange:13 

God told Moses, “Now leave Me be that my wrath will be enraged against 

them and I will consume them and I will make of you a great nation” (Exodus 

32:10). Explaining this verse, Rabbi Abbahu [3rd-4th century, Israel] said, “Were 

the verse not written in this manner, it would be impossible to utter it in 

deference to God. The phrase, “Leave me be,” teaches that Moses grabbed the 

Holy One, Source of Blessing, as if a person grabs a friend by the garment and 

said before 
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God, ‘Master of the Universe, I will not leave You be until You forgive and pardon 
them.”14 

The level of human-like qualities attributed to God is stunning, in particular God’s 

emotionalism and willingness to listen to Moses’ plea. God will forgive and as if an ode of self-

discovery will then declare, “Adonai. Adonai, a God of mercy and graciousness, great patience 

and much kindness and truth…” (Exodus 34:6). God is presented in human-like terms for us, the 

human readers, for whom our essential and immediate experience of relationship is with other 

people. The stories of the Bible and the imaginative Rabbinic expansions teach us about 

ourselves. To paraphrase Voltaire (France; 1694-1778), “As God created humans in the image of 

the Divine, humans have ever since tried to return the favor.” In the best sense, the image of a 

forgiving God is an image of humility: God is willing to let go of the tight hand of control, to 

listen, to release anger, and to reassess. God reclaims a relationship when there is an admission of 

wrongdoing, truly a high bar of Divine character. 

Walking Humbly with Your God 

In Micah’s formulation, we are taught to “walk humbly with your God.” Remarkably those 

who “walked with God” in the Torah are Enoch (Genesis 5:24)15 and Noah (Genesis 6:9).16 “To 

walk with God” denotes a universal, ethical goodness, an attribute designated long before Mount 

Sinai. Human justice and kindness are the foundations of this accolade, as if “walking with God” 

is the reward for such noble behavior. 

To walk with God is to seek to follow the path of a kind, caring Creator. Theology differs, 

from those who experience God as determining all aspects of life to those whose life experience 

limits God to an orderly Creation and to remaining the caring parent who allows creation to unfold 

and human free will to determine outcomes. To walk with God is to believe in a greater moral 

presence and accountability, a right and wrong in living a life of integrity and goodness. To walk 

humbly is to know that our lives are fleeting and that our own knowledge is limited, and yet we 

have the power to improve the world. 

Why does Micah add the word “your” before God? What first comes to mind is the Amidah 

prayer’s opening phrase, “God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob.” The rabbis teach that 

the word “God” is repeated before each of the patriarch’s names to convey that each had a 

distinctive relationship with God. This is true for each of our relationships, particularly those that 
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are most intimate. When I prepare with a family before a funeral, I am reminded that each family 

member had a distinctive description, which for offspring is shaped by their place in the birth order 

and gender. When friends or colleagues speak about that same person, they usually offer varying 

perspectives. To speak of “your God” connotes an intimate, individual relationship. There is room 

to define God and God’s ways of acting in the world as a product of our own life experience, faith, 

truth, and heart-felt longing. 

And yet, there is a common denominator of shared ethical norms: “You must be holy 

because holy am I the Ever-Present-One your God” (Leviticus 19:1). Holiness even transcends 

“goodness.” Holiness is to see and act through the lens of the Creator. As a parent seeks the 

happiness of each offspring and for siblings to treat each other with justice and kindness, so we 

are called to see in all people a sibling. To have a shared Parent is also to hold that there are 

common expectations of goodness. Back to the wisdom of the funeral, most people’s descriptions 

will focus on similar core adjectives. As for God, justice and compassion are signature attributes.17 

Excessive pride and dishonesty prevent listening, empathy or admission of error. Such 

arrogance is the opposite of walking with God.18 In the words of Psalm 10:2-4: “With arrogance 

the wicked hound the lowly and is caught in the schemes that they devised. For the wicked boast 

of unbridled lusts; the grasping person reviles and scorns the Lord. The wicked, corrupt as he is in 

all his plotting [thinks], ‘God does not call to account; God does not care!’” 

Judaism as Collective Identity 

Yuval Harari, professor of history at Hebrew University, cautions against national self-

importance. In his acclaimed, 21 Lessons for the 21st Century (2018), he devotes an entire chapter 

to “Humility: You are Not the Center of the World.”19 I share some excerpts, which largely focus 

on his own people, yes- us the Jews, as self-critique. I do so because of his enormous popularity 

as a contemporary historian, while knowing that the critique below may be jarring and even 

upsetting to some readers.

Most people tend to believe that they are the center of the world, and their 
culture is the linchpin of human history. Many Greeks believe that history began 
with Homer, Sophocles, and Plato and that all important ideas and inversions were 
born in Athens, Sparta, Alexandria, or Constantinople. Chinese nationalists retort 
that history really began with the Yellow Emperor and the Xia and Shang dynasties, 
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and that whatever Westerners, Muslims, or Indians achieved is but a pale copy 
of original Chinese breakthroughs…. 

Pious Muslims regard all history prior to the Prophet Muhammad as largely 
irrelevant, and they consider all history after the revelation of the Quran to revolve 
around the Muslim ummah. The main exceptions are Turkish, Iranian, and Egyptian 
nationalists, who argue that even prior to  Muhammad their particular nation was 
the fountainhead of all that was good about humanity, and that even after the 
revelation of the Quran, it was mainly their people who preserved the purity of 
Islam and spread its glory. 

Needless to say, the British, French, Germans, Americans, Russians, 
Japanese, and countless other groups are similarly convinced that humankind 
would have lived in barbarous and immoral and ignorance if it hadn’t been for the 
spectacular achievements of their nation…. 

All these claims are false. They combine willful ignorance of history with 
more than a hint of racism. None of the religions or nations of today existed when 
humans colonized the world, domesticated plants and animals, or invented writing 
and money. Morality, art, spirituality, and creativity are universal human abilities 
embedded in our DNA…. 

Personally, I am all too familiar with such crass egoism, because the Jews, 
my own people, also think that they are the most important thing in the world. Name 
any human achievement or invention, and they will quickly claim credit for it. 
Knowing them intimately, I also know they are genuinely convinced of such 
claims….What my people lack in numbers and real influence, they more than 
compensate for in chutzpah. Since it is more polite to criticize one’s own people 
than to criticize foreigners, I will use the example of Judaism to illustrate how 
ludicrous such self-important narratives are, and I leave the readers around the 
world to puncture the hot-air balloons inflated by their own tribes.… 

The role of Judaism in the story of humankind is a bit like the role of Freud’s 
mother in modern Western history. For better or worse, Sigmund Freud had 
immense influence on the science, culture, art, and folk wisdom of the modern 
West. It is also true that without Freud’s mother we wouldn’t have had Freud, and 
that Freud’s personality, ambitions, and opinions were likely shaped to a significant 
extent by his relations with his mother- as he would be the first to admit. But when 
writing the history of the modern  West, nobody expects to find an entire chapter 
of Freud’s mother. Similarly, without Judaism you would not have had Christianity, 
but that doesn’t merit granting much importance to Judaism when writing the 
history of the world. The crucial issue is what Christianity did with the legacy of 
its Jewish mother…. 

The coin, the university, parliament, the bank, the compass, the printing 
press, and the steam engine were all invented by Gentiles… 

Only in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries do we see Jews make an 
extraordinary contribution to humankind as a whole, through their outsized role in 
modern science. In addition to such well known fames as Einstein and Freud, 
about 20 percent of all Nobel Prize laureates in science have been Jews though 
Jews constitute less than 0.2 percent of the world’s population….Yet while 
Jewish scientists brought with them from the yeshivas strong discipline and a 
deep faith in 
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the value of knowledge, they did not bring any helpful baggage of concrete ideas 
and insights. Einstein was Jewish, but the theory of relativity wasn’t ‘Jewish 
physics’…. 

Personally I like the idea of descending not from brutal world conquerers 
but from insignificant people who seldom poked their noses into other people’s 
business. Many religions praise the value of humility but then imagine themselves 
to be the most important thing in the universe. They mix calls for personal meekness 
with blatant collective arrogance. Humans of all creeds would do well to take 
humility more seriously. 

While I acknowledge Harari’s critique of self-importance as valuable, I also hold that there 

is goodness in treasuring one’s immediate family and extended family. When a man says of his 

wife, “She is the most beautiful and wonderful wife,” it is not a statement of fact but deep 

affection. Similarly, Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach was wont to say to another, “You are the best! The 

Highest of  the High.” When one follower heard his praise of someone else, he was a bit hurt, 

“But you said I was the best.”  

“And you are,” Rabbi Shlomo replied. “It is like when a parent is putting a child to 

sleep for the night, looks down and exclaims, ‘You are so beautiful and precious. You are the 

best.” In that moment, the parent is not making a comparison, but expressing the deepest love. So, it 

is for each of us through God’s eyes.”  

 I do take pride in the Jewish people’s many achievements and yet know that greatness is 

not a fixed status. For starters, the very survival of the Jewish people is extraordinary. The Dalai 

Lama in 1990 invited Jewish leaders to his residence in Dharamsala, India to learn from them 

how the Jewish people had managed to retain their identity for close to two thousand years 

despite expulsion from their homeland.20 One teacher spoke of the Sabbath and how setting aside 

weekly holy time had allowed for strengthening community and appreciating God’s many gifts. 

Another described the Passover Seder as an annual family ritual that reinforced common roots of 

belonging. After listening, the Dalai Lama responded that a shared past and beautiful rituals 

enable identity, but not sacrifice. In listening to his guests, he said that he had also heard a 

common calling to help shape the future. “You must convey the utter joy and transcendence your 

tradition offers,”21 but the collective goal of repairing the world, he said, was surely the secret of 

Jewish survival.22 People will sacrifice for a purposeful future. I find wisdom in the Dalai 

Lama’s insight.  

Humility may entail displaying power when looking to the future. Indeed, God’s first words 

to Abraham contain the charge, “you shall be a blessing…and all the nations of the earth shall be 
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a blessed through you” (Genesis 12:2-3). The prophet Isaiah will reframe as “you shall be a light 

unto the nations” (Isaiah 49:6). And the Jewish mystics will speak of the distinctive calling to Jews 

to regather God’s dispersed sparks to reclaim a Divinity and world of wholeness. Judaism at its 

best is purposeful and worthy of celebration. The core command, “you shall be a nation of priests, 

a holy people,” (Exodus 19:6) is vocational and aspirational. 

Professor Yeshayahu Leibowitz, a 20th century Hebrew University scientist and Jewish 

philosopher, pointed out that in the final paragraph of the Shema we are taught, “And you shall be 

holy to your God” (Numbers 15:40). The next paragraph of the Torah, has Korah, Moses’ 

rebellious cousin, saying, “You have gone too far! All the people in the community are holy, and 

God is with them. Why are you setting yourselves above God’s congregation?” (Numbers 16:3). 

Leibowitz taught that Korah was a demagogue who took a Divine goal and claimed it as a 

collective status. Holiness is an aspiration. We only draw closer by seeing the goal before us, but 

when we believe that we possess such a sublime state, we delude and lower ourselves. 

Summary 

Humility is the character trait that enables curiosity, justice, and humility by making room 

for others, seeing greater refinement as a goal, and enabling empathy. Humility is an openness to 

serve, learn and forgive and may exist in tandem with confidence in the ability to effect change. 

Moses was “the most humble person,” according to the Torah, and yet a strong, determined leader. 

Humility entails comparing our current selves to our best possible selves, acknowledging room to 

grow. Likewise, the charge to the Jewish people to be a holy people is aspirational. 

Elie Wiesel as an Exemplar of Humility 

During my three years of Rabbinical School in NYC, I worked at the 92nd Street Y, where 

Professor Wiesel gave four talks a year. Many leaned forward to catch each carefully chosen word. 

Afterwards, he lingered to meet and greet, usually being among the last to leave. Once I saw a man 

kiss Wiesel's ring. He blushed. He saw himself as a teacher and not as an icon or a religious leader. 

Before those presentations, I had the opportunity to sit alone with him in the Green Room. The 

mood was always warm and relaxed. He displayed curiosity and concern about my life.  He would 

insist that I call him Elie, unless I wanted him to call me Rabbi Spitz. 
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His accent reminded me of my parents, who grew up in the same Carpathian region before 

the Holocaust. I thought of him as an uncle who put into words what went beyond what I was told 

by my parents. He embodied the values of the sages that I studied. When a donor to the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum in DC, of which he served as the founding chair, offered millions of dollars on 

the condition that the museum only focus on the Jews, Wiesel advised his board to turn the money 

down. Hatred caused many victims besides the Jews who were also to have a home for memory. 

The Jewish response to suffering is not victimhood, Wiesel taught, but the drawing forth of core, 

universal values to share with others. 
I once spoke with Elie after the loss of a young family member to an undiagnosed 

illness and asked what he thought of the image of a limited God. "God," he replied, "is a 

question mark. I cannot say what God chooses or not to do." And yet, it was clear that Elie 

honored God with daily prayer, study, and Shabbat observance. He did so, both because of a 

loyalty to the Jewish people and a desire to reach out to a Supreme Being despite the awareness 

that the simple access to God as Tata, Father, of his Hasidic youth was now more complex and 

elusive. 

Elie Wiesel saw himself as a servant teacher. He wore his accolades lightly, while 

accomplishing big things: Authoring over 60 books; with the publication of Night in 1960 he 

initiated a genre of Holocaust memoirs and successfully encouraged other survivors to write their 

own accounts; with his book The Jews of Silence, helped galvanize the Soviet Jewry Movement; 

as founding chair of the US Holocaust Museum, placed the call for human justice at the center of 

American identity; recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize, he was a confidant of leaders of nations and 

shapers of culture- and yet, always remained personable and genuine in speaking with any other 

individual. 
"And yet," was among Elie's favorite expressions, because context matters for what 

otherwise might look like a contradiction. Some examples of the paradoxes that defined his life 

and worldview: 

· Publicly challenged Presidents like a Biblical prophet calling on them to
live up to justice and yet, in private was gentle, candid, and humorous.

· Turned down the offer of his Talmud teacher Sol Lieberman to receive
rabbinic ordination, and yet became the face of Judaism for all
denominations of Jews and non-Jews.
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· Spoke of the duty to bear witness to the painful past and yet taught that
silence is the truest response to the Holocaust, knowledge of God, and all
that really matters in life.

Elie Wiesel models that each of us can be more fully human, effective and enduring in our impact 

when we humbly serve a greater Presence and a greater cause. 

Conversation Prompts 

Who is a role-model of humility for you? Describe how that attribute 

added to that person’s life and how such humility might guide your own behavior. 

What makes you proud of being Jewish and how does that pride mesh 

with Jews as part of a larger world? 

As the last conversation of this small-group's series what is one take-

away that is particularly strong for you? 
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For Further Reflection

 I share below words of another impactful teacher, Rabbi Simon Greenberg, which he 

delivered over thirty years ago to Rabbinic colleagues upon reaching the age of 90 in fullness 

of mind and health.  Rabbi Greenberg was my teacher of homiletics at the Jewish Theological 

Seminary. 
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1 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Yesodei Torah 2:2; also quoting Psalm 8:4-5: “When I 
behold Your Heavens, the work of Your fingers… [I ponder] what is a human that you are 
mindful of him? 
2 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot De’ot, 2:3; also see 1:1-5. 
3 For rabbinic amplification of Moses and humility, see Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:2; BT Shabbat 
89a; Avot de’Rabbi Nathan 23, 75. 
4 Commentators are split in interpreting the oblique comments, some saying that the siblings were 
criticizing the choice of his wife and others, their concern that Moses was ignoring her as if 
divorced. 
5 BT Taanit 7a. 
6 Jewish Encyclopedia, “House of Hillel and House of Shammai.” 
7 Mishnah Eduyot 1:12. 
8 Jewish Encyclopedia, “House of Hillel and House of Shammai,” also BT Eruvin 13b. 
9 Mishnah Avot 4:1. 
10 Jim Collins, Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap... and Others Don't (NY: 
HarperBusiness, 2001). 
11 BT Megillah 31b: Rabbi Yohanan said: “Where you find mentioned the power (gevurah) of the 
Holy Blessed One, you also find humility (anavah).  This is so in the Torah, repeated in the 
Prophets, and stated a third time in the Writings. It is written in the Torah, “God, your Lord, is the 
ultimate Supreme Being…” and it says immediately afterwards, “Who exacts justice for the 
orphan and widow” (Deuteronomy 10:17-18). 
12 For further reflection consider my recent sermon. “How Humble is My Brother? A 
Bibliodrama with Aaron” ... https://www.cbi18.org/sermons/how-humble-is-my-brother-a-
bibliodrama-with-aaron/  
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13 BT Berachot 32a.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eduyot
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eduyot
https://r.search.yahoo.com/_ylt=AwrWp2TiSBpdPiEAoQ4PxQt.;_ylu=X3oDMTByb2lvbXVuBGNvbG8DZ3ExBHBvcwMxBHZ0aWQDBHNlYwNzcg--/RV=2/RE=1562032483/RO=10/RU=https%3a%2f%2fwww.cbi18.org%2fsermons%2fhow-humble-is-my-brother-a-bibliodrama-with-aaron%2f/RK=2/RS=0KeRyH6zrIvaVkXcvjJTGSDiB.E-
https://r.search.yahoo.com/_ylt=AwrWp2TiSBpdPiEAoQ4PxQt.;_ylu=X3oDMTByb2lvbXVuBGNvbG8DZ3ExBHBvcwMxBHZ0aWQDBHNlYwNzcg--/RV=2/RE=1562032483/RO=10/RU=https%3a%2f%2fwww.cbi18.org%2fsermons%2fhow-humble-is-my-brother-a-bibliodrama-with-aaron%2f/RK=2/RS=0KeRyH6zrIvaVkXcvjJTGSDiB.E-
https://r.search.yahoo.com/_ylt=AwrWp2TiSBpdPiEAoQ4PxQt.;_ylu=X3oDMTByb2lvbXVuBGNvbG8DZ3ExBHBvcwMxBHZ0aWQDBHNlYwNzcg--/RV=2/RE=1562032483/RO=10/RU=https%3a%2f%2fwww.cbi18.org%2fsermons%2fhow-humble-is-my-brother-a-bibliodrama-with-aaron%2f/RK=2/RS=0KeRyH6zrIvaVkXcvjJTGSDiB.E-
https://r.search.yahoo.com/_ylt=AwrWp2TiSBpdPiEAoQ4PxQt.;_ylu=X3oDMTByb2lvbXVuBGNvbG8DZ3ExBHBvcwMxBHZ0aWQDBHNlYwNzcg--/RV=2/RE=1562032483/RO=10/RU=https%3a%2f%2fwww.cbi18.org%2fsermons%2fhow-humble-is-my-brother-a-bibliodrama-with-aaron%2f/RK=2/RS=0KeRyH6zrIvaVkXcvjJTGSDiB.E-
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14 In the same verse, God promised Moses: “And I will make from you a great nation.” What was 
Moses’ response? Rabbi Elazar said: Moses said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of 
the Universe, if a chair with three legs, the collective merit of the three forefathers, is unable to 
stand before You in Your moment of wrath, all the more so that a chair with one leg, my merit 
alone, will be unable to withstand your wrath. BT Berachot 32a.
15 Genesis 5:24: “Enoch walked with God, and he was no more, because God had taken him.” 
16 Genesis 6:9: “And these are the chronicles of Noah: Noah was a righteous man, faultless for 
his generation; Noah walked with God.” 
17 Ba’al Shem Tov: “A person should learn pride and not be proud; learn anger and not feel 
angry. For a person’s soul is ideally a complete personality, possessing all human traits. Does not 
the Torah picture God as possessing both justice and mercy?” Louis Newman, "Every Human 
Trait," The Hasidic Anthology (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson 1934, 1987), p.31.
18 Arrogant will suffer defeat: Genesis 18:27; Exodus 28:2; BT Nedarim 38a. 
19 Yuval Noah Harari, 21 Lessons for the 21st Century (NY: Spiegel and Grau, 2018), 
“Humility: You are Not the Center of the World.” Chapter 12; pp. 184-199. Native-Israeli Yuval 
Harari is Cambridge educated, professor of history at Hebrew University in Jerusalem. 
His first two books, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind and Homo Deus: A Brief History of 
Tomorrow sold more than twelve million copies and were translated into over forty-five 
languages. 
20 An engaging description of that encounter is contained in Rodger Kamenetz’s The Jew in the 
Lotus: A Poet’s Rediscovery of Jewish Identity in Buddhist India (HarperSanFrancisco, 1994). 21 
Kamenetz, supra, p. 234. 
22 Shared privately by Professor Reuven Kimmelman in conversations in 2015 and 2019.
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Gratitude 

This project was my summer homework and emerges with the support of many.

The challenge to write small-group booklets and organize congregant conversations 
begins with Professor Ron Wolfson of American Jewish University who encouraged me 
several years ago to give it a go. We were both motivated by the success and ongoing 
friendship of Pastors Rick Warren and Steve Gladen of Saddleback Church. Bringing people 
together for conversations in annual “small-group campaigns” has proven to build relationships, 
community, and character.

Justice Louis D. Brandeis said, “There is no good writing, only good rewriting.” Many 
are my devoted editors of initial drafts: Judy Bernstein, Rabbi Robin Foonberg, Rabbi Jack 
Riemer, Ed Heyman, and Ana Cottle. A special thanks to Erica Taylor who for years has been 
my go-to-editor for important projects and in this case commented in great detail to improve 
the thinking and writing.

The cover took much consideration, too. Thanks to Maura Malloy and Wesley Pinkham 
for early proposals and for Julia Lupton, who with great patience created the final version. I am 
also grateful to my wife, Linda, for her active engagement.

My office colleagues provide support and a sounding board for all phases of Small 
Groups: Sandy Klein, Helene Coulter, Eric Van Raalte, Sharon Alkin, Rabbi Robin Foonberg, 
and Emily Fischer.

Barbara and Joe Baim have done so much on behalf of funding education for CBI. In 
this case, they generously agreed to underwrite this project. They exemplify in deeds the words 
of Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya of 1st century Israel, “If there is no flour, there is no Torah; if there 
is no Torah, there is no flour” (M Avot 3:21).

And last, my gratitude to you the hosts and participants of our small groups. Your 
favorable responses to previous year's small-group conversations has given me much 
gratification. I anticipate that this year, too, you will find the engagement with your friends a 
source of stronger bonds, joy, and spiritual growth. 

An Invitation

Please join me for a concluding celebration at CBI on Friday night, 
February 21, 2020 with Shabbat services led by Carl Cedar and dinner, followed 
by conversation with you: the menschs who participated in this year’s Small 
Group Conversations.

Gratitude to my havrutot, study partners, with whom I have discussed the topics of this 
booklet: Rabbis Harold Kravitz and Brad Artson; Drs. Mark Spitz and Peter Pitzele.



It has been told you, O human, what is good,

and what the Ever-Present-One 

requires of you:

Only to do justly,

and to love mercy,

and to walk humbly with your God.

Micah (6:8) 

יד ְלך� ָאָדם, ַמה-ּטֹוב ִהּגִ

ך� : ּוָמה-ה׳ ּדֹוֵרׁש ִמּמְ

ט ּפָ י ִאם-ֲעׂשֹות ִמׁשְ ּכִ

ְוַאֲהַבת ֶחֶסד,

ְוַהְצֵנַע ֶלֶכת ִעם-ֱאלֹקיך
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