
December 29, 2022
Dear friends,

Masking, Again. Covid-19 positivity rates in our fair City remained essentially
unchanged since last week.  I wanted to address three points that at least one of us
thinks are worth a New York Minute:

First, two of our most attentive readers, one a doctor, thought that I was too one-sided
in my description last week when I said that we know more now than we did in the
Spring of 2020 and that masking protects the wear-er more than the wear-ee.  I didn’t
intend to misstate the science.  It is clear that both doctor and patient, for example, are
better off when the doctor masks.  At the beginning of Covid-19, however, we heard too
many times that masking helped the mask-ee and not the mask-er.  That didn’t make a
lot of sense then or now.  I remain of the view that there is something right that we are
doing in our Sanctuary by giving people the choice whether to mask and sit near others
who are/are not masking even with >15% positivity rates – rates that would have shut
down the City five times over before the vaccines.

Second, the paper formerly known to publish all the news that’s fit to print reports (on
page 1, no less) that those relatively few(er) people masking today are finding it lonely.  I
think that’s wrong – indeed backwards.  People who can feel (and be) safer by masking
are able to attend activities they otherwise couldn’t or wouldn’t.  We should, and we do,
welcome them warmly.  Please, all of you mask wearers, KEEP COMING.

Third, we continue to have a separate area in the men’s and women’s sections for
mask-only seating.  This gives even more protection to those who need or want.  As
virtuous as we all have been about not fussing about moving from our seats to let
someone of the opposite mask-preference sit there, I wonder if we are being fair to
those in the mask-only-and-always section.  I wonder if we should rotate that section if
we are going to continue to have a mask-only section for a long time.  I have heard that
preference expressed by more than one occupant of the currently designated sections.
And even some of our unmasked congregants may have reasons to want to sit in that
part of the Sanctuary, at least on occasion. So what should we do?  What is the fairest
yet still-safe way to allocate seats and sections?  Share thoughts please.

Friends. It’s too bad that I can’t find anything on the internet with a normal, non-vapid
rendering of the great camp song,

“friends friends friends/we will always be”



(A little help please?  Only one point for a good link; sheesh, all you have to do is look it
up).  Friendship comes deeply into mind this week, as we study as part of the Daf Yomi
Talmud cycle pages 65a/b of Tractate Nedarim. These pages are in the Ninth Chapter of
the Tractate.  It, like the Tenth that follows, address circumstances when vows are
nullified since they were made under incorrect assumptions or when circumstances
change in a fundamental way.   In each of two Mishnaot, R’ Meir permits nullification of
oaths when, for example, a man vows not to marry a woman since her father is wicked,
but the father has died or repented.

The discussion is independently interesting; we see the lengths to which the Rabbis
would go to annul vows that are negative or counterproductive.  The discussion is even
more interesting, since the Mishna on page 65b shows R’ Meir dispensing annulments
(finding an “opening” to annul – what modern locution!) by asking the oath taker a
series of hopefully rhetorical questions:  So, would you have made the oath if you had
known that by taking this oath you would be transgressing the Torah law of not taking
revenge, or not hating your fellow in your heart?, etc.

In fact, however, the Mishna is even more interesting than even that.  For it is in this
Mishna that the Biblical statement of loving your neighbor as yourself appears:

ָּכמֹו�ְלֵרֲע�וְָאַהְבָּת

Unless I’m wrong, this appears to be the only Mishna in the entire Talmud where this
most powerful of interdictions is found (am I wrong – PROVE IT.  THREE points).

What are we to make of this?  We know from later Talmudic discussion that many of our
greatest Sages (R’ Akiva, Hillel [using variant language]) thought this was among the
most important mitzvoth that one could do.  So why isn’t more made of it?  Why do the
discussions of the phrase most frequently come up only by analogy rather than directly
addressing the interpersonal nature of this great tenet?  (Again, prove me wrong if
you’ve got very direct applications of the principle.  Also THREE points.)

Actually, I could use some help with this.  The best I can do is to observe that the Torah
and Sages were all in on the concept of neighborly love and respect but were mindful
that the principle is, by definition, applicable to all interpersonal relationships and not
just those with the greatest connection to us (e.g., parents, siblings, children, low
degrees of consanguinity, husband/wives).  In effect, we are told to treat everyone as
friends, who matter deeply to our well-being.  Were our Sages concerned that overuse
would dilute its potency?



Instances of great friendships aren’t ubiquitous in our corpus.  Everyone thinks of David
and Jonathan, right?  In modernity, the greatest exposition of friendship, I think, is hands
down found in C.S. Lewis’s The Four Loves. There he treats friendship as the last among
the four-some of affection, eros, charity, and friendship.  It is one of the most beautifully
written and deeply affecting expositions of feelings ever attempted, imho.  Elsewhere
C.S. Lewis famously said of friendship:

Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, like art, like the universe itself… It has no
survival value; rather it is one of those things which give value to survival.

It is hard to find something of greater value than something that gives value to our
existence.  Make and keep friends.

Built Back Better. We are about to finish a Gregorian calendar year and embark upon
2023.  I’ve got to clean up a few things:

Nusach Sepharad. In a recent email, I wondered about how “Nusach Sephard”
developed.  “Nusach” means a rite or ritual or even a modality. Nusach Sephard,
however, is not Sepharidi.  If anything, teaches RavDoc, it’s more Ashkenazi than
Sepharadi and has Ashkenazi pronunciations.  We don’t have enough space to share
even a tenth of RavDoc’s great comparisons.  I intend to share some of his insights with
you in future emails.

More fun for our Next-Gen.  In our email of October 20, we recognized with gratitude
the achievement of Isaac Haberman, Jacob Neumark, and Ariel Bengio (in abstentia) in
getting twenty or thirty twenty-thirty year olds to enjoy some time together at the
Synagogue over Sukkot.  Kudos to Isaac, Devorah Goldstein, and Daniel Marks for doing
it again around Hanukah time.  This is our future.

Gostijo. Our hands-down favorite kosher restaurant in Athens, Gostijo, describes its
own name as meaning Ladino for “a gift of food offered to friend and neighbors.” As nice
as it is to refer to friends given our discussion above, boy were we the wrong folks to say
that to.  Home we came, and I sent a query to our resident Ladino experts.  Steve Beispel
– who really needs to start giving lectures on our Congregation’s history and Ladino –
says, nah, the word to him connotes “a taste or sampling.”  Roberto Salama agrees that
the restaurant, to be kind, has “embellished.”

https://www.shearithisrael.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/10-20-22-Leadership-Update.docx.pdf


Haiku In Peril! We have a beautiful rivalry going that enriches us every week.   Susan
Vorhand offers for Parashat Vayigash:

Joseph forgives all
Was ever such high drama

As The Big Reveal?

Jay Harwitt offers one for Parashat Vayigash as well:

A spoiler alert:
Joseph shows his true colors.

How do we tell Dad?

As well as we are doing, I fear we might have just hit a wall.  And the wall is named Sarah
Meira Rosenberg, our next-gen editor.  Let me explain.  For Susan and Jay and a couple
of others, these clever 5-7-5 Haiku poems appear to come easy (they don’t, I know).  I
and many others, however, struggle to come up with passable haiku.  And then along
came SMR, who sent me a link to a website, https://chat.openai.com/chat, where you
can access an Artificial Intelligence program.  You simply ask, in natural language, please
give me a haiku for parashat Vayigash.  In a second, the computer generates the
following:

In Vayigash's story,
Jacob's tears flow free

Reunited at last

Or here is another, when querying the system again:

In Parashat Vayigash
Joseph's identity revealed

Reunion, forgiveness

These AI-generated haiku are not bad (in fact they are inspired if you overlook the
syllable counting requirement).  Now I am not a Luddite (well, not about AI and its
phenomenal potential I’m not).  But I have to admit that struggling to compose a haiku
on the parasha when the computer can generate great ones in a flash – we are only
human; how am I supposed to feel?  SMR is genial about the whole thing, saying that
the challenge now is to compose things that the computer can’t.  She also notes that the



AI program seems to do a mediocre (or worse?) job composing parasha limericks.  So
there is a reason for continuing the struggle to be human – at least for another short
while (and no, Ayn Rand’s books are not going to show up in our booklist any time soon).
When we finish Sefer Bereshit, get ready for Parasha Limericks!

Cornubookia Officially Renamed. A number of people liked the idea of using more than
one of these great new names for our book sharing section:

Good Odds from the Bookies
Book-A-Raba

BiblioFile
So Many Books. . . 
Between the Pages

BookShelf
Coming of Page

Novel Novels & More
Hooked on Books 
One for the Books

I even received a few others, including Words of Wisdom from Paula Van Gelder, which is
also good.  Let’s try a rotation system – and see how fast I can confuse just about
everyone.

For our selection this week, Barbara Reiss and Steve Beispel each independently
recommends One Hundred Saturdays, by Michael Frank. The book tells the story of
Stella Levi, a 99-year-old Holocaust survivor from Rhodes.  It is Stella's memoir, told by
Michael Frank, based on 100 meetings, over seven years, at Stella’s Greenwich Village
apartment.  Steve notes:  “The book depicts Jewish life in Rhodes before the war, the
deportation to Auschwitz, and the adjustment to life in America.”   Steve and Barbara
were both taken with the fact that the book is peppered with Ladino, Italian, French, and
Turkish.  For the best part, Steve adds:

She's a great aunt of our member Isabelle Levy.  Parenthetically, Stella is my second
cousin twice removed (Notrica family).

Hanukah’s Eighth Day’s Brilliance. Barbara Reiss had the wonderful idea to ask
everyone to send in pictures of our (or others) hanukiot on the last night of Hanukah.
What a grand reception Barbara’s suggestion received.



Thank you for the photo of our gorgeous, 300-year old hanukiah; as well as to Debi and
Jim Herstoff from Newport; Barbara Reiss, Harlan Reiss, and a few other great pics that
Barbara sent in from Frida and Jack Reiss in Netanya, Israel, Shearith Israel friend from
Cambridge, England, Shira Hecht-Koller; Bonnie Barest; and SM Rosenberg.

Joel Maxman (who sent in two great ones); Sarah Gross; Ruth Yasky; Linda Rawson and
Nicholas Harrison, our members from New Mexico; Lia Solomon from Israel; Joseph
Solomon from the yeshiva in Lakewood where the dozens (hundreds?) of hanukkiot are
just dazzling; and a posting from Union Station, Washington, D.C. (not of Night 8, but not
to be missed).



 

Thank you all.  Bless us all.  Shabbat shalom.  Here! Kaminando kon Buenos. AND HAPPY
NEW YEAR!

Louis Solomon, Parnas


