
January 26, 2023
Dear Shearith Israel family,

Happily, More of the Same. Covid-19 positivity rates are soaring – but elsewhere.  In NYC they
are declining.  So we will remain vigilant and cautious but will continue in our Sanctuary for
services, classes, and other programs as we have been.  Come.  Here.  Now.

Right Nazirite Rites. The beginning of a Tractate of the Talmud is the perfect time to join the
worldwide Daf Yomi learning cycle.  This week we begin Tractate Nazir, which is only
sixty-something pages long (double sided) and can be mastered before Pesah.  Join in – be
forever enriched.  And if you don’t want to, never fear; I will do my mediocre best to bring a little
glimpse of its brilliance and wisdom to your in-box.

As its name suggests, Tractate Nazir is about the law, logic, lore, and legacy of the nazir, or
Nazarite.  A nazir is a man or woman who forswears one or more of three things:  drinking wine,
cutting one’s hair, and becoming ritually impure by coming into contact with a human corpse or
human remains.  The source is Biblical (Bemidbar 6:2-21).  In the order of the Talmud, the
Tractate follows the Tractate of Nedarim, or Oaths, because one typically becomes a nazir
through an oath.

One can’t but ask why the Torah thought to lump together wine, hair, and ritual impurity from
human conduct.  Couldn’t we all think of three more related things (you think I’m going to offer
points for trying to outdo the Almighty?  Chat fance.)  Ok, wine and hair might fit into
“indulgences”, but then what about avoiding human-induced ritual impurity?  We could mix and
match these a few other ways.  But still the fit of all three doesn’t seem natural, does it?

Respectfully, I would like to offer a possible explanation.  Becoming a nazir is like taking one’s
own short course in personal improvement.  Personal improvement is a topic that many people
(like me) are uncomfortable bruiting.  Why?  Because many of us aren’t that good at it.  We all
know the story of the person who is an expert at losing weight, since if you add up all the weight
he or she has lost (and then regained) they’ve lost thousands of pounds over the years.  That is
Olympic- grade performance.  Personal improvement is the same way; some of us are so good at
it that we have been doing it all our lives -- and still haven’t gotten there.

The three undertakings to become a nazir seem to demand self-improvement in each of the
three modalities that define human existence:  between human beings, between human beings
and the Almighty, and being part of a community.  Let’s see:

● Foregoing wine – We have seen before (email of November 12, 2020) that the Talmud
teaches (Eruvin 65a) that seeing how one drinks wine or alcohol is one of the three fundamental
ways to see how a human being relates to other human beings.  When you want to reset
inter-personal relations, give up drinking; force yourself to talk and more importantly, listen.

https://www.shearithisrael.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/11-12-20-Leadership-Update.pdf


● Not cutting one’s hair – I was having trouble analogizing hair cutting to our relationship
with the Almighty.  All I could think of was the title song from the great musical Hair, which, great
as it is, doesn’t really conjure up images of our relationship with the Divine.  And this week, as
we observe the passing of the great R&R performer David Crosby, I also recalled his eh song,
Almost Cut My Hair. The best answer to the hair-Almighty connection is the beautiful thought I
heard in the name of Rabbi Zev Leff, an extraordinary teacher I had the privilege to learn from
long ago.  He made the comment on Tractate Yoma 16a and on our series of Nazir pages.  Hair,
he said, is the highest point of a human being.  It is at the interface between the physical and the
spiritual.  When the interface between us and the Almighty is in need of rebalancing, use the hair
as the symbol.

● Not becoming ritually impure by coming into contact with human corpses or remains.
This might have been the most obscure.  Why is not contracting ritual impurity in the very
specific way of coming in contact with human death the third way of self-improvement?  I think
the metaphor works powerfully well when you consider that only impurity due to contact with
human corpses and remains is covered by the nazarite prohibitions.  I have asked before for
some help in developing the notion that community within Judaism is a different modality of
being, it is the third pillar on which the world truly stands.  And it makes sense to couple it with
the more standard “between human beings” and “between us and the Almighty.”

Becoming a nazir seems to be more effective in engendering personal rebalancing, growth, and
improvement than perennial dieting or self-help fads.  I say that with no real data but only with
anecdotal evidence: we don’t have lots of stories or law in the Talmud concerning recidivist
nazirs, so going through the process may work.

Self-improvement in three parts – between human beings and the Almighty, between human
beings, and between the individual and the community.   Anyone for nazarite-hood in 2023?

Holocaust Remembrance. It is hard these days to recall with any sense of gratitude the number
of Jews who were actually saved by Russia’s war against Germany in WWII.  It is numbing to think
that 80% of the War’s casualties were suffered in the Russian theatre, not in the West.

Tomorrow, January 27, commemorates the day in 1945 when Russia liberated Auschwitz.  Among
the more reliable data indicate that, of 1.3 million people entering Auschwitz, 1.1 million were
murdered.  Of the 7,000 remaining there on January 27, most were sick and dying.
Approximately 60,000 had been forced to march out of Auschwitz when the Russians were
approaching; most of them died as well.

Tomorrow is also observed as International Holocaust Remembrance Day.  Others will better
express the positives of what we should take away from the observance of that day.  To me, to
mark that day, I know of no more grim but fitting observation than that of the incomparable
historian Martin Gilbert.  In Auschwitz and the Allies (1981), Gilbert’s disturbing, haunting
conclusion is that, as epitomized by Auschwitz, the Nazis are the only group who can claim

https://youtu.be/g-v9sXtUKV4
https://youtu.be/MfjPjQvXdcg


success of their unspeakably evil mission in the War, “the killing [of Jews] themselves, and in a
series of bizarre deceptions which enabled those killings to be carried out on a gigantic scale, for
more than three years, almost without interruption” (p. 341).

Built Back Better.

Happy Burns Night. Rabbi Shaul Robinson, spiritual leader of our next door neighbor Lincoln
Square Synagogue, is not only the creator of the name of this part of our email – Built Back
Better, which is brilliant – but of innumerable other invaluable insights and doings.  Had he not
reminded me that yesterday was Burns Night 2023, well frankly I would have forgotten.  The day
commemorates the life and work of Scottish poet Robert Burns – and has been since 1801, or
five years after his death.  The great poems Auld Lang Syne and Tam O’Shanter come to mind.
My question, though, is how did Rabbi Robinson know it was Burns Night?

Magevet at Shearith Israel. We can debate if Richard Harris filled the world with love his whole
life through, as his beautiful song challenges. What cannot be gainsaid is that listening to
Magevet, Yale’s Jewish/Hebrew acapela group, does in fact fill you with joy.  Magevet will be with
us on Shabbat Shira, Feb. 3, which is “next” Friday night. Sign up here, and treat yourself to a
beautiful Kabbalat Shabbat, a Friday Night Lights talk with Rabbi Soloveichik, and a dinner of
song, friends, and good cheer that will fill your Friday night with both love and joy.

AI vs Human Poetry.  For weeks now, we have been discussing the use of Artificial Intelligence
programs to compose poetry.   Yet only now does Sunday’s New York Times (this past weekend)
astonishingly discuss our approach and our opinion and our viewpoint, as usual without any hint
of attribution or expression of gratitude that our Congregation had worked out the hard issues
already.  We forgive them.

We received only a few limericks for Parashat Bo.  As I’ve said, these are hard.  Not too hard,
though, for Jay Harwitt:

Our departure was not very pleasant
For the average Egyptian peasant.

But, strangely enough,
They were generous with stuff

And gave each clan a going-’way present.

And Susan Vorhand’s limerick:

The Lord’s wrath did Pharaoh evoke
As punishment their first born He smote

We recount the story

https://poets.org/poem/auld-lang-syne
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43815/tam-o-shanter
https://youtu.be/zPzUyiAlYTg
https://shearithisrael.shulcloud.com/form/magevet


Of G-d’s might and glory
How we fled at the midnight stroke

For good measure (get it?), here is Susan’s haiku for Parashat Bo (she really does have a gift for
haikus):

We fled to the sea.
On this miraculous night
We had suffered much 

 
Thank you all.  Bless us all.  Shabbat shalom.  Here! Kaminando kon Buenos.

Louis Solomon, Parnas


