
 The portion of Emor in Leviticus speaks of the five holidays in our lunar Jewish calendar-a blueprint for 
confronting life with dignity and courage.
 The first half of the portion delineates the problem; while the second half presents us with an approach 
–not an answer exactly-rather an approach- to these major issues. 
 In life, we can’t always find answers. Some questions simply do not have answers. But a perspective, and 
an approach, is a way of responding to a particular issue.
 The five festivals in the second half of the portion of Emor represent a five-step program of birth, 
spirituality, renewal, transcendence and surrender, in its approach to deal with the five circumstances of death, 
handicap, psychological wounds, financial stress and a sense of insecurity-expressed in the beginning of the 
portion of Emor.

1.	 Pesach:	The	Birth	of	the	Jewish	Nation
This holiday celebrates the miracle of the birth of the Jewish people. (Deut. 4:34)

Ezekiel 16:4-6 “And as for your birth, on the day you were born, your navel was not cut, neither were 
you washed with water for cleansing, nor were you salted, nor swaddled at all. No eye pitied you to do 
for you any of those, to have mercy on you. And you were cast on the open field in the loathsomeness of 
your body on the day you were born.”

Pesach is the holiday when the Jewish people were born collectively and individually. An entire chapter 
in the book of Ezekiel describes the exodus from Egypt as a process of birth. To understand the mystery 
of death, it is necessary to first examine the mystery of birth. 
 In the book of Iyov (job) we read about Job’s tormented life. “I despised my life; How long will you 
not desist from me? You made me as a mark for you, so that I have become a burden to myself.”G-d 
responds not with an answer but with more questions. “Who is this who gives dark counsel with words, 
without knowledge? Now gird your loins like a man, and I will ask you and you tell me. Where were 
you when I founded the earth? Tell if you know understanding. Who set its measure … who laid its 
cornerstone?”

 Yom Kippur is the antidote to our financial insecurity. Working hard, making money and being 
successful at your job is stressful, but don’t allow it become you. Don’t worship or become defined by 
money. Money is a vehicle, a tool. Yom Kippur helps us reshape our perspective, replace ourselves in the 
context of life, vis-a-vis money.

5. Sukkot: :Life Is Frail
Sukkot corresponds to the issue of insecurity, feelings of frailty and vulnerability in a vast universe. Living 
in an outdoor hut for 8 days, outside the security of our brick and mortar homes, is a wake- up call. We 
come to realize that we really do not control anything. Rather, we face the fact that we are in the hands 
of The Almighty at all times, in G-d’s embrace, surrendering to His protection. 
 When we remove the illusion of trusting in limited, material things and become aware of our true 
security, trusting in G-d who gives us breath, sustenance, and protection over and above the tsunamis of 
the world, we are then locked in the safe embrace of G-d. The walls of the Sukkah are considered “hugs 
of The Almighty”. The Kaballah explains that the arm has three sections: from the shoulder to the elbow, 
from the elbow to the wrist, and the actual palm of the hand. These are the two walls of the Sukkah, and 
the little part of the third wall, which is the legal requirement of a Sukkah. If however you want a bear 
hug then you should build four walls. 
Sukkot is called, “Zman Simchatenu”=time of our rejoicing. The celebration is the knowledge that we 
you in G-d’s hands. Only when you surrender yourself to G-d, as expressed through the Sukkah, can you 
develop a new approach to the insecurities of life. 

Shabbat: The Master Key to All Hardships
That is why The Torah introduces the discussion of the holidays with a few verses about Shabbat, since 
Shabbat is the antidote to the five fears and major issues of life. After the verses of the Shabbat, the 
Torah discusses the new bread they put on the table in the Tabernacle on Shabbat (lechem Hapanim). 
This represents that the source of money and bread comes on Shabbat and nourishes all the days of the 
week, when we do not work. Because, money is a blessing from G-d and work is only the tool. Precisely 
on Shabbat when one is dedicated to G-d, is the time when blessing comes into the world for material 
and spiritual sustenance.

Lesson	7
Holiday of Shavuot
[June	11	(eve)-13]	

Dear Friend:
The Holiday of Shavuot is celebrated on the sixth day of Sivan to commemorate the receiving of the Torah. 
The literal meaning of “Shavuot” is promises. G-d promised that he would never exchange the Jewish people 
for any other, and the Jewish people promised to be G-d’s people. Each year we enact this exchange anew 
and celebrate by recollecting the experience of Matan Torah. 
It is customary to adorn with flowers like the humble Mt. Sinai which sprouted greenery albeit in the desert  
in honor of the giving of the Torah, and the Harvest Festival. It is customary to eat dairy foods. 
We hope you will enjoy our Whole Wheat Honey Home-Baked Challah for your holiday meal!
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Chanukah: Jewish Culture vs. Jewish Faith
“Abraham and Sarah have grown old, coming on in days,” Bereishis 18:11. They are childless. They 
seem to be destined to die without a future.
This is the story of Jewish history. Throughout our long journey in exile, many have predicted that 
Judaism will die childless, like Abraham and Sarah. They claimed that Judaism is primitive, outdated, 
and archaic.
And even after the birth of Isaac, there are those who insist that Isaac is not the child of Abraham and 
Sarah.
This was the philosophy hugely popular in the nineteenth and twentieth century: to disconnect Isaac, 
the Jewish future, from Abraham and Sarah, the Jewish past. In the ghetto and shtetl, in the ancient 
primitive world-the argument went-Judaism and Jewish life could survive. But in the modern age, 
it was irrelevant. The new Jewish child, the future of the Jewish people, does not belong to Abraham 
and Sarah, but rather to the “marketplace” of western thought and culture.
This outlook effected millions of Jews capturing the minds and hearts of Jewish enlightened youth 
from East to West. Rates of conversion and assimilation in the last two centuries were astounding. It 
seemed that Judaism, would die childless.
Whether it was the holocaust or the miraculous return to our ancient homeland, Eretz Yisroel, a new 
and promising tide began to sweep across the Jewish landscape. 
Jews at some point began to realize that Jewish culture did indeed have contemporary value, the 
“Sarah” of Jewish life, its spirit and vitality, should be celebrated. The culture of Fiddler on the Roof 
has some charm after all.
“Sarah” was re-introduced onto the Jewish map. The mainstream American Jewish community 
recognized the value of culture and ritual. The inimitable Yiddishe stories, strong family values, 
delightful music, language, food, rituals and literary masterpieces of Judaism were “good for the 
Jews”.
I love latkes, kugel and matzah-ball soup. I enjoy klezmer and a Saul Bellow novel, not to mention my 
love for this non-Jewish girl!
Sarah was resurrected, but Abraham was still missing. In other words, the poetry and music of Judaism, 
its warmth and beauty, could nurture the modern Jew; but the Halachic structure-practical mitzvot 
like wrapping Tefillin, Shabbat, Kashrut, Mikvah, Mezuzah-that’s too ancient for the mainstream 
integrated modern Jew. Our father, our bedrock, our lifestyle is other worldly. 

Lesson 3
Chanukah

 Torah Lesson
A story

A young Chassidic boy and girl from Krakow were engaged and deeply in love when the transports 
to Auschwitz began. Their entire families were decimated and they both assumed that their 

life’s partner-to-be was also dead.
One night, close to the end of the war, the groom saw his bride standing on the women’s side of the 
fence. When the Russians came and liberated them, they met, and went for a stroll. They entered a 
vacant home, where they spent, for the first time in years, a few moments together.
Suddenly, the young woman came upon a mirror and saw herself. A dazzling beauty had turned 
into a skeleton and scarecrow. She had no hair, her face was full of scars, her teeth were knocked 
out and she was a hideous sight to behold. 
She cried out to him,”Woe, what has become of me? I look like the Angel of Death himself! Would 
you still marry such an ugly person?”
“You never looked more beautiful to me than right at this moment,” was his response.
The Chanukah lights tell the tale of internal, sacred, and deep beauty emerging from human dignity 
and courage, from a spirit that faced the devil and still chose to live and love. When Almighty G-d 
sees a physical human being, filled with struggle and anxiety, stretching out one’s hand to help 
another or engaging in a mitzvah, G-d turns to the billions of angels filling the heavens, and says: 
“Have you ever seen anything more beautiful than that?”

This lesson was culled from JLI Torah Studies taught throughout the year at Aleph Learning Institute.

Dear Friend:
Chanukah is upon us. Aside from its charm and its warm feeling, the holiday contains much depth and beauty; a 
treasure chest of lessons and inspiration. Indeed, it is a holiday centered on light. As we increase one candle each 
night, we are reminded that when it comes to light, the light of virtue and morality, the light of Torah and Mitzvot, 
there is only one direction - forward. 
The name Chanukah is in recognition of the fact that the Temple was dedicated (chinuch) and prepared for service. 
The Greeks had defiled the Temple, the courtyard and all of the holy vessels. When the Chashmonaim prevailed, 
they purified the Temple and held a dedication, just as Moshe R’ did when he first inaugurated the Tabernacle and 
its vessels for service. 
The lights of the Menorah tell of the struggle of the Jewish nation through thick and thin, throughout the genera-
tions, many amongst the few, and still we live and exist to tell the tale. 
Our sages say “The Chanuka Lights will never be extinguished”, even in the era of Moshiach. 
May we merit to light the Menorah in the Temple very soon in the land of Israel, in peace and tranquility, with the 
coming of Moshiach.

Until next time, Shabbat Shalom!

Sincerely,

 
Rochel Kaplan

Founder & Director, Aleph Learning Institute
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Happy Shavuot,



But, can Isaac be born from Sarah without an Abraham?
When G-d made Isaac look exactly like his father Abraham, He was not responding to ludicrous cynics 
who were scoffing at this aged couple, but rather, to the intelligent argument that Sarah without 
Abraham cannot mother a Jewish future. G-d was teaching us the most important lesson of Jewish 
continuity: If you want an Isaac, he must look exactly like Abraham. Culture does not possess the 
power of eternity; only Torah does.
This is the challenge of our generation, to realize that an Isaac is created only through Sarah and 
Abraham. We enjoy the cuisine and we love the culture, but we need the Torah and mitzvot. It is only 
Abraham and Sarah together who can inspire and guarantee our Jewish future

The Disappearing Candle
It was the first night of Chanukah. Outside a snowstorm raged, but inside it was tranquil and warm. 
The Rebbe Reb Boruch of Mezhibuz, grandson of the Baal Shem Tov, stood in front of the menorah, 
surrounded by a crowd of his chasidim. He recited the blessing with great devotion, lit the single mitzvah candle, 
set the shammus candle in its designated place, and began to sing “HaNairos Halalu.” His face radiated 
holiness and joy; the awed chasidim stared intently at him.
The flame of the candle was burning strongly. Rebbe and chasidim sat nearby and sang “Maoz Tsur” and 
other Chanukah songs. All of a sudden, the candle began to flicker and leap wildly, even though there wasn’t 
the slightest breeze in the house. It was as if it were dancing or struggling. And then, it disappeared!
It didn’t blow out—there was no smoke — it just was not there anymore. It was as if it flew off somewhere 
else. The Rebbe himself seemed lost in thought. His attendant went over to re-light the wick, but the Rebbe 
waved him off.
He motioned to the chasidim to continue singing. Several times, between tunes, The Rebbe spoke inspiring 
words of Torah. The evening passed delightfully, and the chasidim present had all but forgotten the 
disappearing Chanukah candle.
It was nearly midnight when the harsh screech of carriage wheels grating on the snow and ice exploded the 
tranquility. The door burst open and in came a chasid who hailed from a distant village. His appearance 
was shocking. His clothes were ripped and filthy, and his face was puffy and bleeding. And yet, in stark 
contrast to his physical state, his eyes were sparkling and his features shone with great joy.
He sat down at the table, and with all eyes upon him, began to speak excitedly. “This isn’t the first time I 
came to Mezhibuz by the forest route, and I know the way very well. But there was a terrible snow storm this 
week, which greatly slowed my progress. I began to worry that I wouldn’t get here to be with the Rebbe for 
the first night of Chanukah. The thought disturbed me so much, I decided not to wait out the storm, but to 
plod ahead and travel day and night, in the hope that I could reach my destination on time.
“That was a foolish idea, I must admit, but I didn’t realize that until too late. Last night, I ran into a gang of 
bandits, who were quite pleased to encounter me. They figured if I was out in this weather, at night, alone, 
I must be a wealthy merchant whose business could not be delayed. They demanded I surrender to them 
all of my money.
“I endeavored to explain, I pleaded with them, but they absolutely refused to believe I had no money. They 
seized the reins of my horses, and leapt on my wagon. They sat themselves on either side of me to keep me 
under close surveillance, and then drove me and my wagon off to meet their chief to decide my fate.
“While they waited for their leader to arrive, they questioned and cross-examined me in great detail, 
searched me and the wagon, and beat me, trying to elicit the secret of where I had hidden my money. I had 
nothing to tell them except the truth, and that, they weren’t prepared to accept.
“After hours of this torture, they bound me and threw me, injured and exhausted, into a dark cellar. I was 
bleeding from the wounds they inflicted, and my whole body ached in pain. I lay there until the evening, 
when the gang leader came to speak with me.
“I tried to the best of my ability to describe to him the great joy of being in the Rebbe’s presence, and how 
it was so important to me to get to the Rebbe by the start of the holiday that it was worth it to endanger 
myself by traveling at night.
“It seems that my words made an impression in him, or else he was persuaded by my adamancy even under 

torture. But whichever it was, thank G-d he released me from the handcuffs, saying:
“‘I sense that your faith in G-d is strong and your longing to be with your Rebbe is genuine and intense. Now 
we shall see if this is the truth. I shall let you go, but you should know that the way is extremely dangerous. 
Even the most rugged people never venture into the heart of the forest alone, only in groups, and especially 
not in a storm and at night. You can leave and try your luck. And I am telling you, if you get through the 
forest and the other terrible conditions safely, unharmed by the ferocious wild beasts or anything else, then 
I will break up my gang and reform my ways.
“‘If you actually reach the outskirts of the city, then throw your handkerchief into the ditch next to the road, 
behind the signpost there. One of my men will be waiting, and that is how I will know that you made it.
“I then became terrified all over again. The hardships I had already endured were seared into my soul, and 
now even more frightening nightmares awaited me. But when I thought about how wonderful it is to be 
with the Rebbe at the menorah lighting, I shook off all my apprehensions and resolved not to delay another 
moment. My horse was returned to me and I set off on my way.
“There was total darkness all around. I could hear the cries of the forest animals, and they sounded close. I 
feared that I was surrounded by a pack of vicious wolves.
“I crouched down over my horse’s neck and spurred him on. He refused to move in the pitch blackness. I 
lashed him. He didn’t budge.
“I had no idea what to do. At that moment, a small light flickered in front of the carriage. The horse stepped 
eagerly towards it. The light advanced. The horse followed. All along the way, the wild animals fled from us, 
as if the tiny dancing flame was driving them away.
“We followed that flame all the way here. I kept my end of the bargain and threw my handkerchief at the 
designated place. Who knows? Perhaps those cruel bandits will change their ways, all in the merit of that 
little light.”
It was only then that the chasidim noticed the Rebbe’s Chanukah candle had returned! There it was, burning 
in the elaborate menorah, its flame as strongly and pure as if it had just been lit.
With the conclusion of their comrade’s story, the chasidim were finally able to understand the mysterious 
disappearance of the Chanukah light of the Rebbe Reb Boruch.  
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 The Almighty is saying: If you do not understand the mystery of the beginning, how do you expect 
to understand the mystery of the end? We ask: “Why do we die?” But do we ask:  “Why were we 
born?”We see birth and life as natural and normal. Do we just take birth and life for granted? On 
the other hand when the soul leaves us and departs we see that as unnatural, shocking, painful and 
mysterious.
 This is not an answer, but it is an approach. Pesach, time of birth, is telling us that just as Pesach 
was a miracle, every single birth is nothing short of a miracle.
Birth	is	G-d	making	a	choice	and	saying:	“I	want	you	here	for	this	particular	period	of	time	to	fulfill	
a	mission.”	At	one	moment	in	time	G-d	breathes	a	soul	into	our	bodies	and	at	another	reclaims	that	
sacred soul back. 
 Pesach, like the Book of Iyov, is not an answer. Pesach gives us a life perspective. Life, we must 
understand, is a journey of a soul, dispatched by G-d to earth, in order to fulfill its mission. Birth is 
the beginning of that journey, death is its culmination. Indeed at every funeral, Job is quoted which 
highlights this perspective: “The L-rd gave and the L-rd took; may the name of the L-rd be blessed.”

2.Shavuot:	Torah	is	the	ultimate	medicine
Shavuot is the second holiday on our calendar (starting from Nissan)
 Shavuot corresponds to the second theme of Emor: All the challenges connected to ill health and 
bodily handicaps.
 The midrash relates: At the giving of the Torah, all ailments were healed, a natural result, since 
Torah gives an entirely different perspective on the value of the human body. This is manifest today in 
the redefining of the human body, giving new value even to the handicapped and ailing, thus providing 
a certain sense of healing. On the other hand, other cultures valued body over soul- so much so- that 
the Greeks for example, threw deformed children off cliffs and worshipped perfect physique, often 
displayed in its nakedness. Yes of course, the Torah puts significant value on the human body too. 
(Maimonidies Laws of Injuring and damaging 5:1) “It is forbidden for a person to injure anyone, neither 
his own self nor another person”. Radva”z: One’s life is not his personal possession, rather it is the 
possession of G-d, as the verse states, “The souls, they are mine.”
 The Lubavitcher Rebbe: Healthy in Body, Mind and Spirit vol. 2: 23 Av 5736

“If a person, for some reason is physically disabled, he should not be depressed G-d forbid. Indeed, 
since he is physically deficient through no fault of his own…it is an indication that G-d, the creator 
of man, has given him or her special spiritual abilities. These enable him to overcome physical 
disabilities…that he is spiritually superior…he can achieve loftier than that of the average person. I 
therefore suggest to change the term ‘disabled’ and call them ‘distinguished’.”
“When therefore a person encounters difficulties, his hidden abilities are aroused to reveal 
themselves and act, and to also reveal to others that he is in a state of joy and is fulfilling his 
mission of increasing light, spirituality, and sanctity in the world.”

Thank you G-d not only for giving us physical life, but also for you have given us the Torah. Once we 
have the Torah, now we can be thankful for existence. Torah gives meaning and purpose to every 
moment and experience in life. Torah is our life. Torah gives us an approach of meaning to help us deal 
with the difficult challenge of an imperfect body and difficult life circumstances.

3.	Rosh	Hashanah:	A	Day	of	Renewal
Rosh Hashana is the third holiday we address in the portion of Emor. It represents a reality of spiritual 
impurity, emotional turmoil, spiritual wounds, psychological challenges and mental pain.
 
 Rosh Hashana is the opening day, the beginning of a new year. The Tanya authored by Rabbi Shneur 

Zalman of Liadi (Igeret Hakodesh, letter 14) states that on each Rosh Hashana a new light comes down 
to the world, a new and renewed energy that has never before shone, from the Supreme Chochma 
(wisdom). This takes place by means of the sounding of the shofar and  prayer, and this superior new 
light animates all the worlds for the duration of that year.
Rosh Hashana of course commemorates the day that Adam and Eve were created (in the image of G-d) 
and similarly each of us is recreated on Rosh Hashana.
 How exactly were Adam and Eve created in the image of G-d when G-d has no human image? That 
is precisely the perspective of Rosh Hashana. G-d has no image and the human being does not have an 
image either. Rather, one is able to recreate and redefine one’s self. You are not a victim of your past; 
you are the parent of your future.
 So although Rosh Hashana doesn’t always give the answer to the physiological and spiritual wounds 
that we have, it does give us the energy to be able to choose our course in life, to renew ourselves and 
become the authors of our destiny to be the person we truly are.

4.	Yom	Kippur:	The	Solution	to	Financial	Stress
Yom Kippur corresponds to the fourth theme in the portion of Emor, financial insecurity; financial stress, 
represented by animal blemishes. 
 On the holiest day of the year, we transcend our physical identities, as though we are not physical 
creatures. Surely you’re still a human being but on Yom Kippur there is an energy which allows us, to a 
degree, to experience ourselves as we were before birth. That is the meaning of being likened to angels 
on Yom Kippur. Before birth you were a soul so now you are still a soul in a body. 
 So in terms of financial stress, we remind ourselves that we are truly transcendent spirits. We are 
not money, we need money. It is not an end but rather a means to an end. There was a Chassidic master, 
Reb Mendel Futerfas who stated: Money comes, money goes, if you lose money, you have lost nothing. 
If you lose your health you lose half of your identity-the body, not the soul. But if you lose your will and 
courage-you lose everything.


