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	Candlelighting, Readings:
Shabbat candles: 5:17 p.m.
Torah reading: Exodus 25:1-27:19
Haftarah: I Kings 5:26-6:13
Shabbat ends: 6:26 p.m.

This past summer my wife and I left our two oldest children in Vienna with my in-laws and headed off for a two-day getaway to Amsterdam. As we walked the cobblestoned streets, we marveled at the irony. After four years of acclimating to metaphorical “Holland,” we were actually taking a breather from “Holland” in Amsterdam.

Our oldest child, Yedidya, was born four-and-a-half years ago with Down syndrome. The very next day, a midwife in the hospital handed us “Welcome to Holland” by Emily Perl Kingsley.

“When you’re going to have a baby, it’s like planning a fabulous vacation trip to Italy,” wrote Kingsley. You buy Italian guidebooks, brush up on the language, and make plans for the Coliseum, Michelangelo’s David, the gondolas in Venice. You pack your bags, fly away, and several hours later the plane lands: “Welcome to Holland.”


“’Holland?’ you say. ‘What do you mean, Holland? I signed up for Italy.’”


So you need a new guidebook, a new language, you’ll meet people you’d otherwise have never met.
“And then you begin to notice,” writes Kingsley, “after you’ve been there for a while and you catch your breath ... Holland has windmills ... tulips ... Rembrandts. But everyone you know is busy coming and going from Italy ... and they’re all bragging about what a wonderful time they had there. And for the rest of your life, you will say, ‘Yes, that’s where I was supposed to go. That’s what I had planned.’ But... if you spend your life mourning the fact that you didn’t get to Italy, you may never be free to enjoy the very special, the very lovely things ... about Holland.”


There is a linguistic challenge at the beginning of Terumah. The initial verse says veyikchu li terumah [Ex.25:1], “Take for Me a gift” to the Mishkan, God’s Sanctuary. The Torah could have said, veyitnu, “give” a gift. Maybe the Torah is hinting at a novel idea. Whether giving or taking, a gift can be transformative. Sometimes a gift is thrust upon us, we have to take it, and we may not immediately appreciate that this is a gift. Accepting the reality, the gifts, the challenges that Hashem sends us, often brings about growth and perspective that cannot be attained when we give a gift of our own volition.

Why does the Torah use the word terumah for gift? Why not the word tzedaka (charity) or matanah (a present)? Terumah is meant to evoke the tithing process of giving priestly gifts. Produce is referred to as tevel at this pre-tithing stage, until it is given to the Kohanim, the priests. The status of tevel prevents benefit to the owner of the field. The act of tithing, however, is transformative; in one fell swoop the entire field is now permissible to the owner.

Similarly, this gift — a terumah to God’s Sanctuary — is transformative. When we give of ourselves in the direction of sanctity, connecting to a higher spiritual realm, we are elevated and our relationship with the Divine is re-shaped.

It takes time to acclimate from Italy to Holland, there’s a different pace, a different culture, different gifts. Guardians of a special gift, a transformative gift, have a responsibility to educate others, and the burden to advocate on behalf of those who are created seemingly less than prefect. There is pain and disappointment in that process. My wife and I were terribly dismayed when not one, but two Orthodox day schools in our community refused to accept our son into their pre-school programs.

We live in a liberal society that screams for tolerance in all realms, including the realm of personal life-style (such as homosexuality) in the Orthodox community, particularly because many argue it is not a choice. Yet there seems to be a lack of that same tolerance for children that God has created with an extra chromosome, beyond choice. Are they any less deserving of the finest Jewish education? And who knows, maybe our special children might even teach our typically developing children a thing or two about character refinement or work ethic.


I’m not sure that four-and-a-half years ago we would have chosen this terumah. But that is exactly the point. Vayikchu li terumah demands surrender to a higher will, to a God in his infinite wisdom, much smarter than we are. A God who knew exactly what transformative gift our fledgling family needed to grapple with, struggle with and ultimately thrive with. Yedidya has a neshama (soul) that soars. Many who interact with him are touched by his charm, spirituality and mischievousness. I don’t want this to sound like I’m sugarcoating, like I’m not in touch with reality. Yedidya has flaws just like the rest of us and he has strengths just like the rest of us.


I’d love to invite the rest of our community to tour and enjoy Holland. You never know what gifts or even life-altering perspectives you may find there.
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