
Chumash: ‘And the tablets were the
handiwork of G-d and the writing was written
by G-d, engraved (charut) on the tablets’.
(Shemot 32:16)

Mishnah: ‘Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said, do
not read the verse as “engraved (charut)” but
as “freedom (cheirut)”, for the only free person
is someone who engages in
Torah study.’ (Pirkei Avot 6:2)

We certainly can say the ‘normal
things’ about Rabbi Yehoshua
ben Levi. He was one of the
greatest sages of his generation.
He stated significant points in
Jewish thought – such as stress-
ing that piety can be found in
helping another Jew as well as in
devotion to laws between man
and G-d. He made innovations in
Jewish law that endure until
today – for example, we do not start reading
the haftarah until the Torah scroll has been
rolled up. However, there is also a special
charm and mystery in the stories about his life.

One of the more mysterious figures that
wanders the pages of the Talmud is Eliyahu
Ha’Navi (Elijah the Prophet). Eliyahu is
presented as fulfilling enigmatic Divine
missions that the human mind can barely
comprehend. One day, Eliyahu was setting off
for his day’s jobs when he was met by Rabbi
Yehoshua. Eliyahu was very surprised that

Rabbi Yehoshua could see him; mystical beings
are normally able to control who can perceive
them and who cannot. Rabbi Yehoshua begged
that Eliyahu should let him follow him and
witness his activities. Eliyahu acquiesced, on
condition that as soon as Rabbi Yehoshua
started questioning the prophet’s actions, their
ways would part. As the two travelled from

place to place, it seemed that
Eliyahu rewarded the wicked and
punished the upright. Finally, the
Rabbi could contain his disbelief
no longer. As they parted ways,
Eliyahu showed him that in truth,
he had rewarded the righteous 
and punished the guilty; it just
sometimes takes a prophet’s eyes
to see a person in their totality.

Rabbi Yehoshua once asked
Eliyahu when the Mashiach

(Messiah) would come. Eliyahu recommended
asking the Mashiach himself. So Rabbi
Yehoshua followed directions to where the
Mashiach was and repeated his question.
“Today! Even today…”, the Mashiach replied.
After the day ended but the prophecy was not
fulfilled, a disappointed Rabbi Yehoshua
reported his conversation to Eliyahu. Eliyahu
informed him that ‘today’ was actually a
reference to the verse, “Today, if you will
hearken to My voice” (Tehilim/Psalms 95:7).
The Mashiach will come – on the day that we
truly listen to G-d’s voice.

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
by Rabbi Samuel Landau, Kingston, Surbiton & District United Synagogue
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Trust and Relationships by Rabbi Sam Fromson 

United Synagogue Rabbinic Intern

The Sages compare the Jews’ sin of the golden
calf to a bride who betrays her groom whilst
still standing under the chuppah (Talmud
Gittin 36b). This style of Rabbinic comment is
somewhat unusual. How did the Jewish people
manage to get it so spectacularly wrong and
warrant this jarring analogy? 

Our relationship with G-d is often compared
to a marriage, a most meaningful bond. If one
partner in a marriage is unfaithful, it may be
for a variety of reasons. One possibility is a
lack of understanding that a marriage
needs trust. Perhaps
unaware that trust helps
move one from infatuation
to real love, the damning
effects of betrayal may
seem less obvious. The 
same message underscores
our religious life. It is 
easy to experience a single
inspirational experience,
but much harder to main-
tain a fulfilling religious
life. The word emunah
(usually translated as ‘faith’)
does not actually refer to
theological certainty; rather it is used
in Tanach, the Hebrew Bible, to refer to
something steadfast and trustworthy (Yeshaya
22:23). 

At Mount Sinai, the Jewish people had not yet
learned how to trust. A nation of former
slaves, they had been taken away in a
‘whirlwind romance’ as G-d made good on an
ancient promise. They experienced one excite-
ment after another, culminating in a direct
experience of the Divine. There had been a lot
of energy and excitement, but little time to
think. Moshe went up the mountain and they

finally had some ‘downtime’,
awaiting his return. Now
their lack of trust became
evident. When passion
cools, the substance of a
relationship is tested.
Trust can develop in many
different ways, but one must be open
to it. Moshe was gone and they felt insecure.
They wanted to seek out a new relationship,
unable to remain steadfast in their knowledge
that G-d would not abandon them.

Following the sin, G-d
‘realised’ that the Jewish
people needed to learn
how to trust. Whilst

grand gestures create a
short-term impact, it is
the private moments of
giving and sharing which
build a trusting relation-
ship. Therefore the second
tablets were given to 
the Jewish people without
fire and thunder, but it 

is these tablets which
remained whole. G-d then instruct-

ed the nation to engage in the
minutiae of building the Mishkan (Taberbacle). 

At the heart of the Mishkan, in the Holy of
Holies, stood two golden angels, hidden away
together. Esoteric tradition compares the Holy
of Holies to the private place in which a bride
and groom are alone with each other after the
chuppah (yichud room). The chuppah is
beautiful, but this privacy is needed to seal the
marriage. Marriage built around attending
parties sounds like fun, but times spent
sharing the housework or chatting on a walk
can deepen the relationship. 



In the Creation story, the phrase “G-d saw that
it was good”, or a variation of it, is written
seven times. The obvious difficulty is that if 
we take the statement at face value, it sounds
like G-d was not aware that it was good 
until He saw it. This conflicts with our belief in
G-d's omniscience. The Ramban (Nachmanides
d. 1270) therefore explains the verses in a
different way:

Everything was created in two stages. The 
first stage was the initial creation, which 
was done through 'speech'. The second stage,
the perpetuation of the object, making it 
last permanently, is expressed by
the Torah as G-d “seeing it
was good”.

Iyov (Job), in the
depths of his suffering,
stated that “through
my flesh I see G-d” 
(Iyov 19:26). In context, it is
understood to mean that through
his pain, in seeing what was happening to 
his body, Iyov was able to experience the
Almighty power of G-d. However, the
commentaries see a deeper, more general
understanding of the phrase. As human 
beings have been created in the 'image' of 
G-d, it means that we are essentially a copy 
of the Original. Therefore, if we want to
understand an aspect of G-d, whether it is 
His ‘speaking’ or ‘seeing’, we should look at
the copy and we will begin to understand 
the Original. From our own flesh we can begin
to understand G-d.

According to the Ramban, G-d’s speaking
creates the object and G-d’s seeing gives it
perpetuation and standing. We need to be able
to see these concepts in ourselves too.

The first stage of a project that we undertake
is often expressed with our mouth. We will 
say what we plan to do and how we plan to do
it. We might make promises as to how long 
it will take and how much it will cost. The 
first stage of the creation process is speech,
expressing how it is going to be.

However, the world is filled with broken
promises. The phrase 'seeing is believing'
indicates that only when we actually see
something does it become real to us. It is
estimated that vision may make up as much as
80% of our sensory experience. Someone may

tell us that something exists and we
may even believe them, but we

will only truly know and
experience that thing
when we have actually
seen it. Similarly, if
someone promises that

they will do something,
we may say 'I'll believe it

when I see it' - seeing it will let us
know that it has been achieved.

Speech may begin the creation but vision is
what makes it real. 

In the Yom Kippur confession one of the sins is
'making false promises'. We are in danger of
being too quick to say we will do something if
we only rarely see it through to its conclusion.
We were created in G-d's image - Jewish
philosophy explains that our role is to become
as G-dly as possible by emulating Him to the
best of our ability. G-d shows us the correct
way to create and we need to be careful to
emulate Him by seeing all our projects and
promises through to their final conclusion.

Menachem Salasnik is a Geriatric and Low
Vision Optometrist

“G-d saw it was good”
by Menachem Salasnik, Israel Educator
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Mandela. The name itself evokes memories.
Hope. Admiration. At a young age, Nelson
Mandela began his struggle against the
Apartheid regime in South Africa. At first, he
led a non-violent movement, openly drawing
inspiration from Mahatma Gandhi. Later, when
white oppression and violence escalated,
Mandela and his associates felt that their
pacifist movement had gotten nowhere, while
the brutality was
increasing daily. As a ‘last
resort’, he formed and led
the Sword of the Nation,
directing acts of sabotage
against the Apartheid
regime in order to try and
force them to negotiate. 

Arrested in 1962, he spent
27 years in jail, including
18 on Robben Island, South Africa’s Alcatraz. 
It was a harsh island prison, host to both
common criminals and political prisoners. The
cells had a sleeping mat against one wall and
a pail against the other. There are only about
three feet in between the two. Windows were
only installed much later. For much of
Mandela’s stay, the prisoners suffered from
bitter cold in the winter and burning heat in
the summer. They performed hard labour in a
nearby quarry. As a political prisoner, the
lowest classification, he was allowed two
visitors and two letters (heavily censored) a
year. He sat in prison for 27 years, until he was
71 years old, turning down several compromise
offers from the government that would have

secured his release. On February 13 1990, 
he was finally released from prison.

At that point, one would have expected him to
limp home, a broken and disheartened man.
Yet Nelson Mandela did not wallow in misery.
Who would have known that this man used
those “long, lonely, wasted years,” (as he put
them) to prepare himself for greatness, by
focusing on his own character? In prison, he

stated, “You learn to
look into yourself.”
Deprived of external
accomplishments, you
learn “to focus on
internal ones; such as
honesty, sincerity, sim-
plicity, humility, gener-
osity and an absence of
variety.”

Shlomo Ha’melech (King Solomon) wrote 
that “seven times the righteous one (tzaddik)
falls and gets up” (Mishlei/Proverbs 24:16). 
He doesn’t say if a tzaddik falls he gets up.
Rather every person falls. What makes a
person great is to getting up and not letting
the knocks in life break him/her.

Many of us suffer what we perceive to be
injustices at the hands of others. Mandela
should be our model of how to move on and
up. He always looked forward to reconciliation
instead of dwelling exclusively on the crimes
of the past. He knew that his greatest pitfall
would be to concentrate on hate rather than
to forge ahead for peace.

Freedom for Nelson Mandela
by Rabbi Zvi Gefen, United Synagogue Rabbinic Intern
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