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An Opened Book 

 

The office staff ushers you into the CFO's impressive, expansive 

office. The sky-line view. The mahogany desk. The walls 

prominently display rare mementos and signed memorabilia. 

 

Your eyes catch hold of a mounted, framed, yellowed-with-age 

antique letter of some sort. When Mr. CFO arrives, you exchange 

pleasantries and as a conversation-starter you inquire as to the 

nature of this mysterious artifact. 

 

"It's a handwritten letter from Napoleon to Thomas Jefferson 

dating back to the turn of the 19th century. Only a handful are 

known to exist. I don't have to tell you, it fetched a pretty-penny 

at auction." 

 

"Wow. That's quite a piece of history you have there. So, what 

does the letter say?" 

 

"You know, I've always wondered that myself." 

 

"Wait a second," the visitor inquired incredulously, "you mean 

you paid a small fortune for this rare, one-of-a-kind relic and you 

have no idea what it says...." 

 

"Well," CFO responded sheepishly, "I don't understand French..." 

 

"If you go in My statutes and observe My commandments and 

perform them; then I will provide your rains in their time, and 

the land will give produce and the tree of the field will give its 

fruit." (Lev. 26:3-4). 

 

Rashi: What is meant by "if you will go in My statutes? That you 

should be laboring in the Torah." 

 

In his classic list of the 30 ideas that a Jew should consistently 

contemplate, the Duties of the Heart writes (no. 5), "One should 

make a personal accounting of one's delay in coming to 

understand God's Torah and of one's contentedness with not 

grasping its contents." 

 

"One would not act this way in regard to a book that came from 

a human king. In the event he was not sure of its meaning, for 

example, because of incomprehensible handwriting or diction ... 

or its rhetorical style. Rather, one would focus his mind and 

concentrate all this thoughts in order to understand its meaning 

..." 

 

"Now, if one would go to such lengths to understand the book of 

a human being, weak and mortal like himself, how much greater 

is it one's obligation to go far and beyond this in order to 

understand God's Book ..." 

 

Let's face it. Certain information we simply have to have. When 

we're not sure if the pharmacists' instructions are to take 5mg or 

50mg, we don't just wing it and hope for the best, we're on the 

phone ASAP with CVS to resolve our confusion. When your son's 

new wheel-barrow comes in 52 parts and the completely un-

helpful instruction manual (in German no less) simply ain't 

getting the job done, you're on that company's web-site ASAP to 

get some much needed customer service. 

 

When it comes to other bodies of knowledge, however, we are 

more content to live with our own ignorance and are quick to 

endorse readily-available excuses. "I don't understand Hebrew" 
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[despite the fact that quality English translations on virtually 

every facet of Judaism are (usually) just a few double-clicks 

away]. "I don't have time." [Despite the fact that we manage to 

find time for so many other things of lesser significance.] "I 

don't find it interesting." "It's not relevant." "I'm too ____ (fill in 

the blank - old, dumb, stressed-out or ADD)." 

 

Admittedly, our "request" for perception and understanding (the 

very first request in the Shemoneh Esrei) may never approach 

the urgency of our "request" for livelihood. 

 

That being said, with Shavous approaching on the horizon we 

have our "annual check-up," our opportunity to re-assess our 

personal commitment to understanding the Torah and the vast 

scope of knowledge It encompasses. 

 

To what degree can we upgrade our personal approach to the 

study of Torah? How can we make it more sincere? More clear? 

More interesting? How can we snuff out inherent laziness and 

deleterious complacency? How can we gain clarity vis-à-vis those 

questions that have eluded us for so many years? Whether it be 

macro-questions about the purpose of life or micro-questions 

about whether your porch needs a mezuzah? Where can we find 

answers to all those unanswered inquiries percolating in our 

heart, mind and soul? How can we capitalize on the abundant 

resources - e.g., human resources (teachers, Rabbis), books, 

translations, CD's etc., etc. - that can manifest our sincere desire 

to become more knowledgeable Jews? 

 

When we roll up our sleeves, get off the couch, brush the dust 

off the Jewish books on our shelf (or awaiting us in our Amazon 

in-box), find a class, ask a Rabbi and find some pro-active 

expression of our true desire to know, understand and embrace 

the Torah that has sustained us for generations, we will have 

taken significant strides towards achieving the pinnacle and 

purpose of Shavous - a heightened awareness, appreciation and 

love for God's Torah and a dogged determination to understand 

It to the best of our personal ability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Total Trust in God 

 

Our parashah begins with the commandment of shemittah (the 

Sabbatical year), which means that every seventh year in Israel, 

the land must lay fallow. Interestingly, the Torah introduces this 

commandment by stating that God commanded this mitzvah at 

Mount Sinai, which, at first glance, appears rather enigmatic, for 

we know that every mitzvah - all the commandments - were 

given at Sinai, so why should the Sabbatical year be singled out 

for special mention? In the answer to this question is to be 

found the foundation upon which our Jewish faith is built, and 

that is total trust in God. 

 

Ancient Israel was an agricultural society. The nation's survival 

was totally dependent upon the produce of the land, but the 

laws of shemittah required that after every seven-year cycle, the 

land be allowed to rest; no tilling, no planting, no harvesting of 

the earth was to take place, which in essence meant that the 

harvest of the sixth year had to last for three years (the sixth, 

the seventh, and the eighth, since no work was done in the 

seventh). For an entire nation to come to a standstill demanded 

complete and utter trust in God. Just try to visualize what would 

happen if, in our contemporary world, we were told that we had 

to shut down our businesses, our farms, etc. every seventh year 

and rely upon income from the sixth year to sustain us for three 

years! There would be total and utter chaos. Panic would break 

out, and this, despite the fact that many of us have some 

savings and our government has reserves to fall back on, and 

we have the wherewithal to preserve food, so that famine would 

not become an issue. Therefore, the very fact that our 

forefathers accepted this mitzvah unquestioningly testifies that it 

had to come from Sinai, for such a demand could only be made 

by God, Who sustains us in all seasons. Hence, that is the 
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reason for the mention of Sinai in connection with the Sabbatical 

year. 

 

Additionally, when we observe shemittah, we declare to the 

world that the true owner of the land is God, and it is only with 

His permission that we till the soil and reap the harvest. Such an 

admission makes us keenly aware that it is our Heavenly Father 

Who is in control and not we who are in charge - an admission 

that renders us humble and compassionate, mindful of that 

which is of paramount significance in life. 

 

NO EXPLANATION REQUIRED 

 

From the very genesis of our history, it is this total trust that 

shaped our relationship with God. At Sinai, we proclaimed, 

"Na'aseh v'nishma - We will do and we will obey,"[1] without 

really knowing what would be demanded of us. Our unequivocal 

response was based totally on trust, and it is this trust that is the 

basis for the observance of all our 613 mitzvos. More than logic 

and reason, our commitment is rooted in the knowledge that 

God is there, that it was He who spoke, so no commandment 

can be too difficult, even if at times the challenge might appear 

to be so. We rely totally upon God, trust Him implicitly, and 

know that, since He created us, if He commanded it, we have 

the ability to deliver. 

 

The Jew who is imbued with this faith does not need any 

explanation as to why he should observe a mitzvah; the very 

fact that God spoke is reason enough, and he does not need any 

better rationale than that. Over the years, we have seen science 

catch up to us and substantiate many of our commandments, 

pronouncing them medically sound. Society has also come to 

appreciate the wisdom inherent in our ethical and moral laws, 

but whether science or conventional wisdom verify our 

commandments is irrelevant. Ours is a commitment of total faith 

and trust, for the voice of God forever reverberates in our 

hearts. This faith and trust are at the root of our survival. We 

are a minuscule minority and by every law of logic, we should 

have long ago disappeared. 

 

Nor is our situation different today. Our brethren in Israel are 

surrounded by a sea of hostile nations who seek her destruction. 

How can we possibly survive? The Passover Haggadah gives us 

the answer: In every generation our enemies seek to annihilate 

us, but the Almighty God always saves us. 

 

TAKE CARE NOT TO INFLICT PAIN 

 

Our parashah coincides with preparations for the holiday of 

Shavuos, when God gave us His Torah. Therefore, most 

appropriately, this parashah imparts mitzvos that teach us how 

we may best prepare ourselves for this awesome day. Not only 

are we called upon to intensify our faith and place our trust in 

the Almighty God, but we are also reminded how to be more 

sensitive toward our fellow man: 

 

"Each of you shall not aggrieve his fellow,"[2] meaning that we 

must be very careful with our words and with our comments so 

as not to embarrass or hurt others. The use of derogatory 

language or offensive nicknames is not permissible under any 

circumstances, nor are we allowed to remind people of their past 

misdeeds, even if we claim that we are just joking. 

 

In our society, "ranking out people" and "telling it like it is," 

regardless of how much pain is inflicted, has become the 

"norm." Taunting, hurling insults, name-calling start at a very 

young age, and many children are psychologically destroyed by 

their peers in school or in summer camp. The use of abrasive, 

cutting words continues throughout life. It mars our marriages 

and our relationships; it is at the root of our broken homes and 

our angry, bitter personal lives. Our parashah speaks to us with 

great urgency and reminds us that basic to a stable, harmonious 

society and family life is the art of communicating with kindness 

and love. 

 

NOTES 

 

1. Exodus 24:7. 

2. Leviticus 25:17. 
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According to Jewish cosmology, the day begins with nightfall. 

That is why all holidays start at night after the stars can be seen. 

Wednesday night, May 22nd, begins the holiday of Lag B'Omer. 

You may have seen advertisements for picnics from synagogues 

and JCCs. 

 

Lag B'Omer is the 33rd day of the Omer, the period between 

Pesach and Shavuot. On this day the plague which was killing 

Rabbi Akiva's disciples stopped. It is also the yahrzeit of Rabbi 

Shimon Bar Yochai, the author of the Zohar, the Kabbalah, the 

book of Jewish Mysticism. Tradition has it that the day of his 

demise was filled with a great light of endless joy through the 

secret wisdom which he revealed to his students in the Zohar. 

 

In Israel there are huge bonfires across the country. From 

Pesach onwards, the children gather fallen branches and build 

pyres often 20 and 30 feet high. Then as the sky grows dark, 

they are lit and the sky is filled with flames -- and smoke. (I 

have often wondered what the reaction is to the pictures from 

the US and Russian Spy satellites.) 

 

The fires are symbolic both of the light of wisdom Rabbi Shimon 

Bar Yochai brought into the world and as a "yahrzeit candle" to 

the memory of his passing. Haircuts and weddings take place on 

this date and there is much festivity including dancing, singing 

and music. 

 

Why the name Lag B'Omer? Every Hebrew letter has a numerical 

value. 

 

An aleph = 1, a bet = 2 and so forth. The two Hebrew letters 

lamed (30) and gimmel (3) = 33. So Lag (spelled lamed gimmel 

in Hebrew) B'Omer means the 33rd day of the Omer. [The word 

"Omer" literally means "sheaf" and refers to the offering of the 

barley sheaf in the Temple on the second day of Pesach marking 

the harvesting of the barley crop. From that day until Shavuot 

(the anniversary of the giving of the Torah and the Festival of 

the Harvest) is called the period of the Counting of the Omer. It 

is a time for reflection upon how we view and treat our fellow 

Jews and what we can learn from the tragedies that have 

befallen us because of unfounded hatred for our fellow Jews. 

 

For more on Lag B'Omer, I direct you to AishAudio.com as well 

as Aish.com/h/o for articles including -- Kabbalah and Lag 

B'Omer, The Mystery of Lag B'Omer, Whispering Flames: The 

Fire of Lag B'Omer, Lag B'Omer: Remembering Rabbi Shimon. 

 

THREE RULES FOR SUCCESS 

 

1. Initiative -- You have to try. 

2. Perseverance -- You have to keep trying. 

3. The Almighty smiles upon your efforts. 

  

My father likes to quip that "The harder you work, the luckier 

you get." Luck is where preparation meets opportunity. Our 

Torah teaches that telling yourself "I can't" is a big mistake. If 

the Almighty would help you, would you be able to do it? He is 

there and will help. Remember: One person and the Almighty 

make a majority! 

 

Telling yourself "I don't feel like doing it" is another big mistake. 

One should do what his soul wants (accomplishment, meaning) 

and not what his body desires (comfort). Don't confuse body 

messages for messages of the soul! And if the decision and the 

effort needed for success are too painful, here are: 

 

SEVEN EXCUSES FOR GIVING UP 

  

1. We've never done it that way. 

2. We're not ready for that, yet. 

3. We're doing all right without it. 

4. We tried it once and it didn't work out. 

5. It costs too much. 

6. That's not our responsibility. 

7. It won't work. 

  

Torah Portion of the Week:  Behar 

 

The Torah portion begins with the laws of Shemitah, the 

Sabbatical year, where the Jewish people are commanded to not 

plant their fields or tend to them in the seventh year. Every 50th 
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year is the Yovel, the Jubilee year, where agricultural activity is 

also proscribed. 

 

These two commandments fall into one of the seven categories 

of evidence that God gave the Torah. If the idea is to give the 

land a rest, then the logical plan would be to not plant one-

seventh of the land each year. To command an agrarian society 

to completely stop cultivating all farm lands every 7th year, one 

has to be either God or a meshugenah (crazy). No sane group of 

editors would include such an "insane" commandment in a set of 

laws for the Jewish people; only God could command it and 

ensure the survival of the Jewish people for following it. 

 

Also included in this portion: redeeming land which was sold, to 

strengthen your fellow Jew when his economic means are 

faltering, not to lend to your fellow Jew with interest, the laws of 

indentured servants. The portion ends with the admonition to 

not make idols, to observe the Shabbat and to revere the 

Sanctuary. 

 

Dvar Torah 

based on Growth Through Torah by Rabbi Zelig Pliskin 

 

The Torah states: 

 

"When you come to the land which I give you, the land shall 

rest, a rest for the Almighty" (Leviticus 25:2). 

 

Why is having the land rest ... "for the Almighty"? 

 

Rabbi Yeruchem Levovitz of the Mirrer Yeshiva cites the Raavad 

(Introduction to Baalai Nefesh) that a fundamental principle 

behind the commandments is that "they are to remind us 

constantly that we have a Creator who is our Ruler." The 

Almighty gave us this earth, but after using the earth for some 

time a person can mistakenly think that the earth belongs to 

him; he can forget that the Almighty is the real owner. 

 

Therefore, there are commandments which contain restrictions 

to show that the Creator is above us. For this reason, said Rav 

Yeruchem, the Torah stresses in this verse that the 

commandment to rest on the seventh year applies to the land 

which the Almighty gave us. The Almighty gave us a 

commandment to refrain from work on the land on the seventh 

year to help us internalize the awareness that He is the true 

boss of the earth. 

 

This is also the lesson we learn from the weekly Shabbat, said 

Rav Yeruchem. It shows a person that the Almighty is the one 

who gives him the power to work on the other days of the week. 

This is a weekly reminder that we have a Ruler who is our 

ultimate Authority. 

 

QUOTE OF THE WEEK 

 

Winners are not people who never fail, but people who never 

quit. 

 

 

 

 

 

Treat Everyone With Respect 

 

When it comes to treating people with kindness and respect, 

there are no exceptions to the rule. In this week's Torah portion 

we learn that even a rich, important landowner must treat his 

lowliest servant with care and respect (Lev. 25:39-43). The 

Torah way is never to look down on or mistreat anyone. 

 

In our story, some kids find out something new about who 

deserves respect. 

 

ROYAL TREATMENT 

 

The sidewalks were full of kids holding their collars tight and 

their umbrellas tighter as they trudged, slogged and scrambled 

their way to school beneath the spring downpour. 

 

In the midst of all the soggy chaos, gliding gracefully along was 

Heather, otherwise known as the 'class Queen.' 
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The girl certainly deserved the title, too. Not only was she the 

coolest, most put-together, and good-looking kid in the class by 

far, but she was also a straight 'A' student. 

 

Vicky and Jan, who counted themselves lucky enough to be 

Heather's best friends (or at least they wanted to be) strutted on 

either side of her like a pair of bookends, proud of the privilege 

of walking close to her. 

 

They were wearing the same top-designer raincoat as Heather 

was (after all, they'd run out and bought them right after she 

did) and tried to carry their high-end umbrellas with the same 

casual flair as her, though for some reason it didn't look quite 

the same. 

 

As the threesome turned the corner, they encountered a strange 

sight. A kid was wildly swinging her inside-out, collapsed 

umbrella in the wind, obviously trying - without success - to 

straighten it out. Her hair was a wet, flying mop and her book 

bag had somehow opened up and was fast spilling its contents 

into the puddle at her feet. 

 

It took only a moment to realize who this unfortunate creature 

was - none other than Lizzy, better known to her classmates as 

Frizzy Lizzy, the class loser. 

 

Vicky and Jan saw this as a perfect chance to have a little 'fun' 

and at the same time impress Heather at how cool and clever 

they were. 

 

"Lizzy dear, I believe the rain is falling down, not up" Vicky 

snickered as they strode past, "I think you'd be a lot drier if you 

kept your umbrella over your head." 

 

"Yes, that is of course, unless you are trying to give your hair a 

perm treatment - but then again it's certainly frizzy enough as it 

is, isn't it?" Jan added with a sharp laugh. 

 

As they walked on and left Lizzy to her troubles, the two girls 

were anxious to see how much Heather must have enjoyed their 

clever putdowns of their lowly classmate. 

 

"She's some loser, isn't she Heather?" Jan chuckled, turning 

toward her - but the girl wasn't there. "Hey Vicky, where's 

Heather?" she asked, stopping in her tracks. 

 

"Maybe we didn't notice and she rushed ahead of us," Vicky 

responded tensely. But the pair quickly realized that wasn't so as 

they heard the familiar smiling voice of the class Queen behind 

them... 

 

"There you go, Liz, that's everything. All the stuff is back in your 

bag." 

 

Jan and Vicky couldn't believe their eyes. Heather was standing 

at Lizzy's side, zippering her bag for her. But their amazement 

only grew as the girl went on... 

 

"But I think your umbrella's pretty totaled. Hey, you know what? 

I have an idea - there's plenty of room under mine. Let's share!" 

 

As the unlikely pair - the class Queen and the now broadly-

smiling class loser - began walking hand in hand, Vicky and Jan 

looked at each other with one thought on both their minds. 

While they had trying to think of ways to put the poor kid down 

- Heather had been finding ways to treat her with respect and 

care! 

 

As they reunited, Vicky and Jan took their original place at 

Heather's (and Lizzy's) side. But this time they hung back a little, 

because they knew they had a long way to go - and a lot to 

learn about how to treat people - before they could ever really 

consider themselves close to the 'Queen.' 

 

Discussion Questions 

Ages 3-5 

 

Q. How did Vicky and Jan feel when they first saw Lizzy 

struggling with her umbrella? 

A. They felt that since she wasn't a popular kid it was okay to 

make fun of her. 

 

Q. How did they feel after seeing how Heather treated Lizzy? 

A. They felt sorry how they acted and knew that had to treat 

everyone - even her - nicely. 

 

Ages 6-9 

 

Q. What life-lesson do you think Vicky and Jan learned that day? 

A. They had felt that it was all right to make fun of and put 

down unpopular, 'loser' type people. But when they saw how 
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Heather, the most popular kid in the class, treated her, they 

realized that we should treat everyone - even people who seem 

lowly - with kindness and respect. 

 

Q. Why do you think Heather - the class queen - was able to be 

kind to Lizzy, whereas her friends weren't? 

A. A person who is genuinely great - like Heather - feels 

confident and good enough about herself that she doesn't need 

to put others down to put herself up. The other two girls, who 

didn't really have Heather's good qualities but merely wanted to 

pretend act as if they did, felt a need to boost their own self-

image by knocking someone else. The sign of a great person is a 

kind and respectful person. 

 

Ages 10 and Up 

 

Q. What attitude do you think could help a person treat others - 

especially those who seem to be 'less' than he is - with respect? 

A. There are two aspects to reality. The first and more superficial 

is the reality we see - in which some of us are smarter, richer, 

better-looking, etc. than others. However, there is a coexistent 

deeper, spiritual reality in which each human being, each 

creature is equally valued and valuable as a creation of God. By 

focusing on this deeper reality, we will find it easier to relate to 

everyone and everything with deep respect. 

 

Q. Our sages teach that 'one who acquires a servant - acquires a 

master.' How do you understand this statement? 

A. They are teaching us that one shouldn't erroneously think that 

he has the right to mistreat someone under him (such as his 

servant). In fact, if a servant's master has only one pillow he 

must give it to his servant rather than himself! The Torah way is 

to treat all - regardless of their social station - with unconditional 

respect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Careful Speech 

 

Parshat Behar discusses the issue of "ona'ah" - harming others. 

In Leviticus 25:14, the Torah prohibits harming others 

financially, for example by charging inflated prices. Then in verse 

17, the Torah prohibits harming others with words. 

 

Some people would find this impractical, saying that "you can't 

legislate morality." But that only applies in a non-God system. 

When we are conscious of God watching over us, then even 

interpersonal relations have a self-enforced standard of right and 

wrong. That's why verse 17 concludes with the words, "and you 

shall respect God." 

 

The Talmud discusses exactly what is included in this prohibition 

of "harming others with words." 

 

One idea is that we shouldn't remind someone of his negative 

past. Let's say that Joe was a wild bachelor, who has now 

settled down into a respectable family man. He has worked hard 

to put the wild days behind him, and it would be embarrassing - 

even harmful - for us to recount stories of his escapades. 

 

Acting in a misleading way is another aspect of "harming others 

with words." Let's say you're not looking to buy a new computer, 

but are just curious about what new models are available. So 

you go into the computer store and begin asking a bunch of 

questions. The salesperson, of course, thinks you're interested in 

buying, and as the conversation continues - about features and 

prices - the salesperson builds up hope that you will actually 

buy. 

 

There is an unstated assumption that you entered the store to 

buy. Your words are, in effect, misleading the salesperson, even 

unintentionally. In such a case, the Torah would permit you to 

satisfy your curiosity in the computer store - providing that you 
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make it clear from the start that you "are only looking, with no 

intention to buy." 

 

At first glance, we might think that harming others financially is 

more serious than harming others with words. In fact, the 

opposite is true. A person's property is only peripheral to him, 

yet his feelings are an essential part of who he is. Being 

sensitive to another's feelings is, in the eyes of Torah, a great 

mitzvah, that we should always strive to fulfill. 

 

 

 

 

 


