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_fi. /- ° ; a 
L. yah aS a Model for Rubles 

As you are officially inducted in the rabbinate, which I consider the spiritual aristocracy 

of the Jewish people, | offer you both good news and bad news. 

The good news is that you have earned the confidence of your Rebbeim; that you are 

worthy of O%2" MDD; that you are entitled to be M297 PD to all who enquire of you; 

and that you are expected to continue your learning for the rest of your lives. That 

holds true for all of you, no matter what career paths you choose. 

I now address 0°33) 0°33 specifically: You will be entrusted with congregations and 

communities, students and schools. We are all Jews, so you know that Jews are not 

always easy and sweet and straightforward. Sometimes they can give you an abundance 

of grief. But bear in mind always that fundamentally they are good people. They are 

your spiritual charges. Be patient with them, even as your Rebbeim and your parents 

were patient with you. 

Of course, you can't please everybody: | know of only one character in J"3n— 

wimwns—who tried to do just that—w si ws PSD Mwy?—and he was considered 

by the Talmud as Aww 34919, a foolish king. But in relating to your people generally, 

rely more on the use of love rather than fear. The Rishonim always favored 7278 over 

ms?. Moreover, the Mishna (7'°5 3w) held that O°29% %33 Isiw? 95, all Jews and 

Jewesses are considered princes and princesses. Treat them as such! Don’t let them 

forget who they are and the stock they come from! 

And now for the bad news: You should know that American Jewry is at the brink of a 

vast, unmitigated disaster—a historic tragedy. A majority of American Jews intermarry; 

some 20% identify as Christians or other religions. So only committed Jews who have 

remained loyal to Torah and 98’? Dy have a realistic chance to survive. And even 

we—from semi-observant to Modern Orthodox to Litvishe yeshivot to the most isolated 

of Hasidic communities—all have our problems and attrition. None of us is perfect, 

and none of us has the right to boast or to be triumphalist.



In a few decades, you will face a Jewish world much different from the one I encoun- 

tered when I was a beginner in the Rabbinate. You will confront novel and difficult 

monxw, and new challenges in a changing society and community. 

What will be your responsibilities as MO AP 373 .OD3M .0°327? How will you relate 

to those Mi73W3 who are threatened with extinction as Jews?...to those Jews who do not 

care for religion, who mock Torah, who disregard the sancta of Jewish life and are vir- 

tually pagans, committing mass spiritual suicide?...to Jews who openly reject Torah 

Judaism, but are loyal to the Jewish people and the State of Israel? 

Join me in pondering one of the most magnificent and puzzling chapters in all of J"3N 

-that of the strange and complex prophet %°98—in Kings 1:19. For it contains invalu- 

able lessons for you and all us—especially for you. 

Our Prophet has just experienced an astonishing triumph. The wicked queen Jezebel had 

killed hundreds of the prophets of God, terrorized the people, and caused them to 

become worshippers of the idol Baal. Elijah challenged the prophets of Baal and, on 

Mt. Carme]—in today’s Haifa—he prayed for miracles, which God provided, and so moved 

the thousands of Jews witnessing this confrontation, as he exposed the falsity of the 

Baal worship. Whereupon the hundreds and thousands called out, in words we repeat at 

the conclusion of Yom Kippur —O°*pP9N7 Nw A, “the Lord is God.” This enraged Jezebel, 

who vowed to kill Elijah. He thereupon flees from the Northern Kingdom to the Judean 

desert. Isolated, lonely, and hunted, he gives in to despair: ...2N IDS Dw NF 9D 

WHI MP TA Any 27 WS M19 ws NS Iw... He wants to die, because he is “no 

better than my ancestors,” i.e., he considers himself a failure. An Angel addresses him, 

and tells him to take a 40-day journey to Mt. Horeb—another name for Mt. Sinai, where 

Moses gave the Torah to Israel. There, again like Moses, he enters a cave and utters his 

litany of anguish, awaiting God's word. He is not disappointed as God says to him, 

“DIS TD 7? mM” “What are you doing here, Elijah?” The despondent prophet replies: 

“IT have been zealous for the Lord the God of Hosts, for the Children of Israel have for- 

saken Your covenant; they have destroyed Your altars and have killed Your prophets with 

the sword, only I remaining—and they have sought me out to kill me.” Whereupon 

God tells Elijah to go to the mountain and stand before the Lord. And behold the Lord 

passes by him, accompanied by a great and powerful wind, mighty enough to break open 

mountains and shatter rocks; but God is not in the wind. An earthquake follows; but 

God is not in the earthquake. A fire follows fire; but God is not in the fire. And after the fire 

came a small, still voice. When Elijah hears this, he covers his face with his cape and 

stands at the entrance of the cave and he hears the Voice, saying 398 75 479 7»—the 

same trenchant question, “What are you doing Elijah?” And the prophet offers the iden- 

tical answer to God's repeated question I8 WwW 2323 JAI wy 1D MSIs PIN TP oMnN3P- 

JW PNII AS OA PMTs NS “have been zealous for the Lord the God of Hosts, 

for the Children of Israel have forsaken Your covenant; they have destroyed Your altars 

and have killed Your prophets with the sword, only I remaining—and they have sought 

me out to kill me.” 



We feel intuitively that this tale contains a powerful message. But what is that mes- 

sage? Why the repetition both by Elijah and God?—twice Elijah hears the divine query, 

WINS AD FP AY, and twice the prophet offers the identical speech in which he blames 

his fellow Jews for disloyalty to God. What secret lies buried in this narrative? What 

does this angry and complex Prophet have to teach us? 

Permit me to offer an analysis based in part on the insights of WIN AA wat 

p"391) .O"a1n ...for here is a metaphor for our times! 

Elijah is saying two things: First, he is in misery and in despair. He laments: once | was a 

hero, the cynosure of multitudes as thousands rallied around me and lionized me. Now 

[ama pathetic refugee, lonely, hungry, friendless, hunted like an animal, my zeal 

mocked, my loyalty to the one God ridiculed, and a bounty on my head! I want to die 

and get it over with. !am an utter failure. 

So God has a fatherly talk to a hurting, depressed son. What are you doing ina 

desert? You've gotten too used to adoring throngs as at Mt. Carmel. So youre 

running away from your woes by climbing into a cave. Leave the cave, Elijah, 

a cave is no place for a prophet. Instead, climb up to the top of the mountain 

where you can be seen and heard, even if you are disobeyed! 

What we learn from these few lines is that God does not dwell in noisy crowds—hurri- 

canes and earthquakes and flames—but in APT AMDT Mp, the “still, small voice” in the 

hearts and minds of individuals. Don’t curl up ina cave. WIS 7D? AY Be among 

Jews, disobedient and fickle as they are! You are a Jewish prophet, a spokesman 

Jor the Almighty, not an actor playing to an admiring audience! 

The second part of the Elijah-God dialogue concerns the prophet’s disappointment with 

and anger against his fellow Jews, the very ones who once cried out in full-throated 

glory, OPINA NIT 7 and who now violate the covenant with God, destroy His altars, 

and persecute His prophets. In a word, Elijah is disgusted with them for their relapse 

into paganism. 

God is now annoyed at the runaway Prophet (very much as Jonah would be a genera- 

tion thereafter; indeed, there is an opinion in the Midrash that identifies Jonah as the 

son of Elijah!). So for a second time He calls out to the Prophet Elijah, "998 7D 49 m2 

Do you understand me now? Don’t damn all your fellow Jews; they are not a lost 

cause, Get going to preach to them! Help them! Teach them! Rebuke them—but 

love them! 

At which Elijah repeats his moody, whining complaint: it’s their fault: Again: 83> 78" 

2173 IT PND ST DTT ATT AS Sew 933 PWS Wty 9D MSs ON nm MSIP 

Here we stumble across a lacuna in the Torah’s record of the events, and tradition 

(‘A PAD Suit S"27N) fills it in both imaginatively and creatively. God rebukes and 

taunts Elijah:



JOWT primary AS 9's eT Naw 17 TS LPS IW) ID [ND ity > 

9359 Td WONT ID NT... 1OYD AMS I S"N a2 IT paras ANT ON eqD NOW 9"N 

:...Q91Y2 33935 wyy 2 559) DTY? OFIDN 3D On yuna 3200 732 yiya: n'aen 
\4'2 ay ile aul 

oN Sy) m99 “5S =—- Ssay oy man roared mnsxy Ty 

», “the Children of Israel have forsaken your covenant” — My covenant, Elijah, or 

your covenant? “They destroyed your altars”—VMy altars or your altars? “And they 

have sought me out to kill me”—But you are alive, are you not?.... What Elijah 

should have said to the Holy One is: “Master of the World! They are Your children! 

They are the children of those whom you tested—the children of Abraham and 

Isaac and Jacob who carried out Your will in the world...” Instead of casting blame 

on Israel, he should have blamed the other nations. 

In other words. The Almighty says to Elijah: who are you to take it out on them? They 

did not violate your covenant nor did they bring down your altars or kill all the 

prophets. As for Me, [ll punish them when and as I see fit 

The Zohar (8/38 47 8 P9M) adds a trenchant but beautiful insight: 9s1w> 933 FAD wy 9D 

THOST NID) JON POTN Is PTWI5 3S mo TNIW ONWITP NNW ONTT ATS pa wn o's 

JT"2p CMP DOS WIYNS Td Sp PPIN NT NOY ONT POD INIwT THD? NIT aty INT 

2132 9p SMWLIT ANT Vp The very prophet Elijah who defamed his fellow Israelites, tes- 

tifying to their failure to adhere to the Covenant (W123), is now “condemned” to be 

present at every circumcision (the “sign” of the covenant or 72) to the end of time, 

to declare and testify at every such celebration that he was all wrong, and indeed Jews 

do cherish and continue the covenant! 

The Rambam (in OVA wisp WN) concludes the lesson taught by God to the recalci- 

trant prophet: Pwrt AIT FIAT aw 7. Go, finish off your prophetic-diplomatic assign- 

ments in Syria and appoint another prophet —Flisha—as your successor: Your mission 

is essentially over! You gave up on your fellow Jews, sol give up on you. You didn't 

learn your lesson! WIS AD I? AY—even great prophets have no right to abandon 

their fellow Jews. I shall therefore choose another prophet to carry out My mission. 

Fellow Rabbanim, we are sending you out on a noble and glorious mission that can 

be inspiring and fulfilling. You will meet some of the very finest Jews devoted to and 

practicing Yiddishkeit. Some, or many, will become your dear personal friends. But 

I remind you again: you will also encounter people who will prove tiring and trying, 

exhausting and hyper-critical (you and/or your Rebbitzen are either too frwm or not 

frum enough...). But the experience of interacting with fellow Jews for the sake of 

Torah and 987 Dy will always prove exciting! Remember: they are a “holy people,” 

even if they do not know it. A Rav, like a prophet, has to be long-suffering and coura- 

geous, and if there are obstacles, take a deep breath and try again... 

Remember those precious four words: 198 7D 7? AY —they are your challenge, and 

your reaction to them may color your entire career!



| remember my late colleague and dear friend, Rabbi Israel Miller, 7", who told me that 

often when he felt upset and disgruntled and came home to spill out all his frustration 

and announce he’s ready to quit, his wife Ruth would let him ventilate and then quietly 

say, “OK, my dear, now tell me: what do you want to be when you grow up?” 

Yes, Jews can be trying (I know. I was a Rabbi for 25 years, and in education at Yeshiva 

for 47 years.) But I emphasize again: underneath the occasional rough exterior and 

cynicism and disrespect—there beats an incomparable Jewish heart, an irrepressible 

maws that is infinitely precious, waiting to be redeemed. And that is your responsibility. 

Go—and redeem! 

Learn from the mistakes of Elijah and from your own errors: never give up. Don’t “burn 

out” too quickly. Guard against frustration, resentment, bitterness, feeling spent and 

depleted. Don’t be over-impressed with either adulation or criticism from the crowds. 

Indeed, do not be captivated by the dream of earth-shaking events, large audiences, 

world-wide P.R. Pay more attention to the APT AMT MNP in the heart and mind of each 

Jew you will encounter. Big crowds and instant fame are evanescent. The “still, small 

voice” is constant and enduring—and more deserving of your attention as spiritual 

leaders. 

Never yield to the temptation to turn your back on them. 

Never abandon a single Jew—O71Y2 JSS Wy IPyN PAS? OAIDS 933 OF PsN 133 On 

“They are Your children. They are the children of those whom You tested—the children of 

Abraham and Isaac and Jacob who carried out Your will in the world.” Listen carefully to 

that still, small inner voice—pt m7 NPp—speaking to you clearly: WIN AD 7? 7D. 

Listen—and you will succeed. 

It is told of the Baal Shem Tov that a Hasid came to see him. The man was distraught 

and obviously in mental anguish. He cried to the Baal Shem: My son has gone off 

the path of Yiddishkeit. He has rebelled against his parents and his God. What shall 

I do? The Baal Shem Tov answered in three words—three words that are most 

worthy of remembering and applying in any life-situation and interpersonal crisis: 

Love him morel... 

Our Yeshiva stands behind you: You may occasionally feel lonely, but you will never 

be alone. We are proud of you. And you should be proud of us—your Rebbeim, your 

colleagues, and those many who work for you behind the scenes. 

May your careers in YT1PA N7NIy be fulfilling. Dream great dreams. Do great things. Be 

ambitious DwWY OW9, for God’s sake. Bring the AMS83 step by step—slowly but surely. 

We will never forget you. You must never forget us: 3352WN IS N3 IT DW NX? Wow. 

And may the y"w2n guide and guard you, your families and pupils and congregants, '. 7 . . 

DMN Ty Any, from now and forever more. 
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