



“More Than Meets the Eye”   
As the father of a special-needs child, I am often sensitive to the way people view my son.  Will they judge him by his disabilities, or will they be able to see past his challenges and appreciate the beautiful child that he is?  You can then only imagine my joy this past summer upon walking the streets of Jerusalem and hearing all the accolades my son received.  Numerous times, absolute strangers would approach us and proclaim, “tzaddik” (righteous one).  They then would often follow with an explanation of my son’s tremendous spiritual virtues and how fortunate we were to have him in our family.  

This uplifting experience accompanied me into the Yomim Noraim period.  Our prayers on Rosh Hashanah are very focused on mankind at large.  We repeatedly beseech G-d that all the nations of the world become a single society.  We yearn for the days when G-d will be accepted as King over the entire corpus of creation.  

The entire mankind should unite? Middle Eastern peace: Jews and Muslims, Iran all coming together?  These are pretty ambitious, or shall I say audacious, prayers we offer up.  Are we so unified as Jews, that we are ready to move on to more global issues?  My summer experience notwithstanding, do we always view our brothers and sisters of diverse backgrounds with such encouragement and support?

The Talmud teaches us that our first Temple was destroyed because the Jewish people violated the three cardinal sins for which we are commanded to give our lives rather than violate them: murder, adultery and idolatry.  The Second Temple’s destruction is attributed to baseless hatred amongst ourselves.  The contrast is striking.  The cardinal sins, the worst the Torah speaks of, are seemingly put on par with baseless hatred or lack of consideration of another person’s feelings.  Why is insensitivity placed on par with the worst of sins?

The answer is in the daily Shema prayer, in which we speak of the oneness of G-d.   The word “echad,” “one,” is the last word recited by every Jew.  This word reverberates throughout Jewish history as the final cry of the soul departing its earthly abode.  At such critical moments, as well as on a daily basis, we affirm that G-d chooses to reside in places of oneness. 

The holy Temple, G-d’s sanctuary on Earth, needs to manifest oneness.  A Temple cannot continue to exist upon a rotten foundation of discord and enmity.  That is why Aharon HaKohen, whose modus operandi in life is peace, is anointed to perform the service in the mishkan, the predecessor of the Temple.  He embodies the unity necessary for G-d to dwell amongst us.  Aharon also visits us in the sukkah as he embodies our hope for G-d’s canopy of peace that we desperately yearn for.  Additionally, he also links us to world peace and the more universal aspects alluded to throughout the sukkos festival.

We aspire for world peace on Rosh Hashanah and allude to this theme again throughout the sukkos festival. From this I conclude that G-d quietly demands something from us.  While the broader, more global, issues are in His hands, He wants us to take care of business at home. Only then He will be inspired to bring about the broader world peace that we so fervently aspire to.

Our revered institution is a haven and sanctuary for many of us.  It is a place to cultivate friendships and grow academically and spiritually.  President Joel, the indefatigable leader of our institution, has stated: “I agreed to be president of Yeshiva University, knowing full well that it’s an environment that should provoke both a big tent of Orthodoxy, should be open to the larger Jewish world, but within that big tent also have a particular brand.”  I would humbly suggest that our “brand” must be identified as being able to see and appreciate the best in each other.  Synthesis demands searching and incorporating the most elevated dimensions of our fellow students.  For G-d’s presence to permeate our halls, He demands of us a commitment to unity and love for each other.

I would like to end with a story that has moved many.  

A young man was in line to visit the famed Skverer Rebbe of Monsey.  He was wearing jeans, a polo shirt and a kippa sruga.  The gabbai eyed him suspiciously, as his garb was not the norm for visitors to the Rebbe.  Upon entry, the young man asked the Rebbe for a bracha for a refuah shleima for Dovid ben Sara.  The gabbai overheard the request and asked the young man what his connection to Dovid ben Sara was.  The young man explained that he was a counselor at Camp HASC for special-needs children and Dovid ben Sara was his camper.  It was the boy’s birthday, and he thought it would be a meaningful gift to receive a bracha from the Rebbe, as the boy was a Skverer chassid.   

The young man noticed that the gabbai was now crying uncontrollably.  He apologized and asked the gabbai why he was crying.  The gabbai replied, “Dovid ben Sara is my son, and I am incredibly moved by your efforts on his behalf.”

We need to get past externals and assumptions about one another, and dig deeper to find the really good stuff.  We too can walk the halls of our hallowed institution, look to each other, and proclaim “tzaddekes” (righteous woman).  How fortunate am I that I attend university with such lofty, elevated souls!
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