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“Jewish Hope Springs Eternal…  

When Certain Conditions are Fulfilled” 

 
R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Kedoshim 5774 
 

The hopeful conclusion of the Haftora for Parashat Kedoshim. 

The final lines of the Haftora for Parashat Kedoshim, according to the Ashkenazi 
tradition,1 are words of powerful hope: 

 
Amos 9:13-5 

Behold, the days come, Saith the LORD, that the plowman shall overtake the 
reaper,2 and the treader of grapes him that soweth seed; and the mountains 
shall drop sweet wine, and all the hills shall melt. And I will Turn the captivity of 
My People Israel, and they shall build the waste cities, and inhabit them; and 
they shall plant vineyards, and drink the wine thereof; they shall also make 
gardens, and eat the fruit of them. And I will Plant them upon their land, and 
they shall no more be plucked up out of their land which I have Given them, 
Saith the LORD thy God.   

 
Judaism as a uniquely hopeful religion. 
Having just experienced Pesach, the festival where we declare to others as well as ourselves that 
we, the members of the Jewish people, are Bnai Chorin, free men, we can truly appreciate 
Jonathan Sacks’ comments, in his 2009 book, Future Tense: Jews, Judaism and Israel in the 
Twenty-First Century: 
 

To be a Jew is to be an agent of hope.3 Every Ritual, every Command, every 
syllable of the Jewish story is a protest against escapism, resignation and the 
blind acceptance of fate. Judaism, the religion of the free God, is a religion of 
freedom. Jewish faith is written in the future tense. It is belief in a future that is 
not yet, but could be, if we heed God's Call, obey His Will and act together as a 
covenantal community. The name of the Jewish future is hope.4 

   

 

                                                           
1
 The Sephardic tradition calls for reading Yechezkel 20 as the Haftora for Parashat Kedoshim. 

2
 Commentators explain that the phrase is an indication of the abundance of the harvest, i.e., that there 

will be so much to reap that while the picking is going on, it will already be time to plough for the next 
planting. 
3 Rabbi Sacks distinguishes between “optimism” and “hope”: 

“Optimism” is the belief that things are going to get better. “Hope” is the belief that if we work 
hard enough together, we can make things better… In light of Jewish history, no Jew can be a 
naïve optimist. But hope is part and parcel of the Jewish experience. Judaism is the voice of hope 
in the conversation of human kind… 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oHuzoA6FII0 
4
 http://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/books/excerpts.php?id=19937 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oHuzoA6FII0
http://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/books/excerpts.php?id=19937
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Jewish hopefulness is made dependent upon compliance with Tora and Mitzvot. 

R. Sacks’ point is similar to what R. Yissachar Yaakovson5 wrote several years previously 

in connection to the Haftora for Parashat Kedoshim, when he points out that according to Amos, 

the positive outcomes mentioned at the end of Amos 9 (quoted above) are contingent not on 

any intrinsic quality that the Jewish people possesses, but rather upon their acceptance and 

fulfillment of Divine Commandments.  

 

Amos 9:7, 9-11 

Are ye not as the children of the Ethiopians unto Me, O children of Israel? saith 

the LORD...    

For, lo, I will Command, and I will Sift the house of Israel among all the nations, like as 

corn is sifted in a sieve, yet shall not the least grain fall upon the earth. All the sinners of 

My people shall die by the sword, that say: 'The evil shall not overtake nor confront us.' 

In that day will I Raise up the Tabernacle of David that is fallen, and Close up the 

breaches thereof, and I will Raise up his ruins, and I will Build it as in the days of old.   

 

  Consequently, the achievement of a positive future as outlined at the end of Amos, as 

well as the state of holiness aspired to in this week’s Parashat HaShavua is assumed to be the 

result of considerable effort and steady spiritual growth and development on the parts of the 

entire Jewish people when they adopt the lifestyle revealed to them by HaShem.  

 

Judaism assumes constant spiritual change and growth. 

From such a perspective, the epigram coined by Jean-Baptiste Alphonse Karr in 1849,   

“Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose,“6  should never  be glibly cited by someone firmly 

dedicated to the Jewish religious view of history.  And even though Kohelet famously expressed  

in a number of verses,  sentiments similar to: 

 

Kohelet 1:9 

That which hath been is that which shall be, and that which hath been done is 

that which shall be done; and there is nothing new under the sun.  

 

apparently emphasizing how all things essentially remain the same, that history repeats itself,  

                                                           
5
 Chazon HaMikra: Sugyot BeTaNaCh Al Pi Iyunim BeHaftarot HaShana, Vol. 1, Sinai, Tel-Aviv,  

6 “The more things change, the more they remain the same.” 
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/plus_%C3%A7a_change,_plus_c'est_la_m%C3%AAme_chose  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Baptiste_Alphonse_Karr
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/plus#French
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%C3%A7a#French
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/changer#French
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/c%27#French
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/c%27#French
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/la#French
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/m%C3%AAme#French
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/chose#French
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/plus_%C3%A7a_change,_plus_c'est_la_m%C3%AAme_chose
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and human experience is essentially predictable, I think that  R. Sacks would  challenge the 

absoluteness of such a sentiment. What should be applied to Kohelet’s repeated sentiment is 

the type of distinction that the Rabbis commonly make in the Talmud:  

 

“Hacha BeMai Askinan?”  

(lit. “Here, what is the specific case that we are dealing with” and that precipitated this 

outlook?—suggesting that the statement being challenged is not a truism, but rather a 

function of a particular circumstance.) 

 

The Rabbis themselves interpret Kohelet’s intent, by distinguishing between what is beneath the 

sun—natural, everyday, secular life—and what is above or chronologically before7 the sun, a 

supra-natural life devoted to Tora and Mitzvot. 

 

Shabbat 30b 

(Kohelet 1:3) “What profit hath man of all his labor wherein he laboreth under 

the sun?”  And the School of R. Yannai commented: Under the sun he has none, 

but he has it [sc. profit] before the sun.  

 

A Greek philosopher’s perspective. 

Instead of emphasizing Karr’s famous epigram, I have always been more drawn to  the 

observation of the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus.8  Plato quotes him as saying:   

 

You could not step twice into the same river.9 

 
Why not? The river is changing; the world is changing; the universe is changing; and, perhaps 

most significantly from Judaism’s  perspective,  each of us are constantly changing as well.  

Granted, certain changes take place whether we want them to or not, e.g., aging, cell 

development and/or destruction, and organic interactions with our environment. But there are 

also ongoing mental, emotional, spiritual, and religious changes, some of which are autonomous 

functions of life and existence, while others are consciously willed and deliberately undertaken. 

                                                           
7
 Tora Temima #21 on Kohelet 1:3 explains that the Zohar’s (Teruma 161a) comment that “Istakel 

B’Orayta U’Bara Alma” (He Looked into the Tora and [based upon it] He Created the universe), suggests 
that the Tora preceded the Creation, and therefore anyone who conducts his life according to the Mitzvot 
of the Tora, is in effect following a code that existed before the “sun” and the rest of Creation came into 
existence. See also Pesachim 54a; Nedarim 39b. 
8 Heraclitus of Ephesus (Ἡράκλειτος, Herakleitos; c. 535 BC – 475 BC) was a Greek philosopher, known for 

his doctrine of change being central to the universe…  
9 Fragment 41; Quoted by Plato in Cratylus 402a. 

http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Heraclitus 

http://halakhah.com/shabbath/shabbath_30.html#30b_10
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heraclitus
http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/535_BC
http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/475_BC
http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Heraclitus
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For this reason, at any given point, we can never really know another person, however familiar 

we may think we are with them, let alone know ourselves, with any great certainty and 

reliability.10   

 

Heraclitus correctly observed that everything is evolving from year to year,  

month to month, day to day, moment to moment,  but he did not appear to attach either a 

positive or negative a value to those changes.  Are the changes we experience, encounter and 

personally opt to pursue necessarily always for the better?  Are we and everything around us 

unstintingly improving with age and experience?  Rabbi Sacks’ argument regarding Judaism’s 

being hopeful, is that change is certainly not an end in itself, but merely a means to an end for 

potentially achieving bigger and better things for ourselves as well as our families, communities 

and societies. Rather than giving in to entropy, and going along for the ride, a devotion to Tora 

and Mitzvot would have us striving to be “Ma’alin BaKodesh VeEinam Moridin” (rising in 

holiness and at least attempting to avoid slipping back to some lower level of sanctity).11  We 

should look to consciously fulfill the Psalmist’s description, when he urges even those who 

already surround themselves with Tora learning and observant personalities: 

 Tehillim 84:5 

Happy are they that dwell in Thy House, they are ever praising Thee. Selah  

 

to not sit back and feel self-satisfied, but rather to strive to go further, to continue to grow and 

develop, thereby coming ever-closer to God and the Holiness associated with Him: 

 

Ibid. 8 

They go from strength to strength, every one of them appeareth before God in Zion . 

 

                                                           
10

 Berachot 29a 
Have we not learnt: (Avot 2:4) Believe not in thyself until the day of thy death?   

11
 While this concept appears in any number of Talmudic discussions, one in particular offers proof texts 

from the Tora for it: 
Menachot 99a 
On the table of silver they laid the Showbread when it was brought in, and on the table of gold 
they laid the Showbread when it was brought out, since what is holy we must raise [in honour] 
but not bring down. And within [the Sanctuary] was a table of gold whereon the Showbread lay 
continually. Whence is it inferred that we may not bring down [what is holy]? — Rabbi said, From 
the verse, (Shemot 40:18) “And Moses reared up the tabernacle, and laid its sockets, and set up 
the boards thereof, and put in the bars thereof, and reared up its pillars.”  And whence is it 
inferred that we must raise up [in honor what is holy]? — R. Aha b. Jacob said, From the verse, 
(BaMidbar 17:3) “Even the fire-pans of these men who have sinned at the cost of their lives, and 
let them be made beaten plates for a covering of the altar — for they are become holy, because 
they were offered before the Lord — that they may be a sign unto the children of Israel.”  At first 
they were but accessories of the altar and now they are part of the altar itself. 
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  R. Amnon Bazak,12 in a short essay on this week’s Tora reading, notes that Parashat 

Kedoshim in general, and Chapter 19 in particular can be seen to internally call for such ongoing 

hopeful and positive improvement and development on each of our parts.  

 

He (HaShem by means of the verses in the Tora) Draws attention to the need for 

renewal and ever-increasing depth that should constantly enliven the fulfillment 

of Commandments. In this way the Tora teaches the proper order with regard 

to carrying out Mitzvot—initially one should emphasize the basic principles, and 

from such activity should come their application to various details and 

situations. 

 

R. Bazak points out that in the first part of VaYikra 19, we encounter general, relatively non-

specific  statements regarding ideal types of holy behavior. But towards the end of that same 

chapter, many of these issues are revisited, utilizing parallel language, but taking these 

categories of Mitzvot to new levels.  

 

R. Bazak lists three examples of this phenomenon:  

 

1)  VaYikra 19:14 

Thou shalt not curse the deaf, nor put a stumbling-block before the blind, but thou 

shalt fear thy God: I am the Lord.  

 

Ibid. 32 

Thou shalt rise up before the hoary head, and honor the face of the old man, and 

thou shalt fear thy God: I am the Lord.  

 

This pair of verses are linked by a common closing phrase, and would appear to reflect the 

concept of first eliminating things that are improper actions, and then following up with doing 

things that are correct and positive, in the spirit of (Tehillim 34:15) “Depart from evil, and do 

good…”   It is not sufficient to simply not harm others, particularly those who are handicapped in 

one way or another; one must go out of one’s way to act respectfully and admirably even 

towards those who are vulnerable due to advanced age and therefore unable to assertively fend 

for themselves.  

 

2)  Ibid. 17-8 

                                                           
12 “Shtai Ramot BeKiyum HaMitzvot” in Nekudat Peticha: Iyunim Ketzarim BePeshuta Shel 

Parashat HaShavua, Machon Tzomet, Alon Shevut, 5766, pp. 130-1. 
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 Thou shalt not hate thy brother in thy heart; thou shalt surely rebuke thy neighbor, 

and not bear sin because of him. Thou shalt not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge 

against the children of thy people, but thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself: I am 

the Lord.   

 

 Ibid. 33-4 

 And if a stranger sojourn with thee in your land, ye shall not do him wrong. The 

stranger that sojourneth with you shall be unto you as the home-born among you, 

and thou shalt love him as thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt: I am the 

Lord your God.   

 

In this case, in addition to the common ending of both of the sets of verses, i.e., “I am the Lord 

your God”, the two usages of the verb “to love” are intriguing. Aside from the problem of how 

do you Command someone to feel a certain way, which the Rabbis usually interpret in terms of 

specific actions to either do or carefully avoid, it is obviously much easier to love someone who 

is like you—“your neighbor”—than someone who is strikingly different from you—“a sojourning 

stranger”. Once you achieve what is relatively obvious and natural, the Tora calls upon us to 

take it to a profoundly more complicated, but significant level, calling upon a similar emotion for 

relating to someone for whom you might initially feel only antipathy.13  

 

3)  Ibid. 15 

 Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment; thou shalt not respect the person of the 

poor, nor favor the person of the mighty; but in righteousness shalt thou judge thy 

neighbor.  

 

 Ibid. 35-6 

 Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment, in meteyard, in weight, or in measure.   

Just balances, just weights, a just ephah, and a just hin, shall ye have: I am the Lord 

your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt.  

 

Finally, the common usage of the warning against improper judgment is also revealing. V. 15 

clearly is discussing the judicial system and the manner in which actual judges carry out their 

duties. But lest one think that judging only takes place in a courtroom, v. 35-6 reflects the 

                                                           
13

 In her Gilayon for Parashat Emor 5726, http://www.nechama.org.il/cgi-bin/pagePrintMode.pl?Id=957, 
discussing the significance of the phrase at the end of VaYikra 24:23 “And the Jewish people did as God 
had Commanded Moshe”, she cites a number of commentators who note that when carrying out a capital 
punishment against an “outsider”—the blasphemer is described as the son of an Egyptian father—who 
has gotten into a fight with another Jew and blasphemed, anger and hatred might have informed their 
carrying out of the punishment. Therefore the Tora informs us that their actions were informed 
exclusively by the sense of obeying God’s Commandment. It appears to me that this observation parallels 
the Commandment to love the stranger as yourself, not allowing natural tendencies to inform one’s 
feelings and actions. 

http://www.nechama.org.il/cgi-bin/pagePrintMode.pl?Id=957
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perception that a society’s ethics and morality must be measured also in terms of the honesty 

and fairness of the myriad interactions between the members of that community. While the 

courts are the place to begin when attempting to reform a civilization, improvements have to 

continue and affect even those areas that some may deem minor and insignificant.  

 

    _____________  .  ____________ 

 

 Which brings me to “Social Orthodoxy”. In the April 2014 issue of the journal 

Commentary, Jay Lefkowitz wrote an article entitled, “The Rise of Social Orthodoxy: A Personal 

Account”.14 The author describes how many who categorize themselves as Modern Orthodox, 

including himself, when they live an Orthodox lifestyle, are primarily concerned with belonging 

to a particular religious community, and care less, if at all, about God and related theological 

matters. While I feel that the article is deserving of a close reading by the broad spectrum of 

Modern Orthodox Jews because of its articulateness and relevance, two specific issues leap out 

at me in light of my thoughts about Parashat Kedoshim listed above.  

 

 First, if an individual is concerned exclusively with maintaining a sense of belonging in 

terms of the Modern Orthodox community, once he feels he has achieved such status, and does 

not engage in behavior that is likely to be considered by others as disqualifying him for 

membership, what impetus will there be for him to strive to grow religiously? When God—

loving Him, fearing Him, and trying to walk in His Ways, etc.—figures into a person’s mentality, it 

will be clear that he per force must be engaged in a never-ending quest to trying to improve and 

perfect his level of belief and worship. A seminal biblical verse that captures this sense of 

religious dynamism is (Tehillim 105:4) “Seek ye the LORD and His Strength; seek His Face 

continually.” Although Kohelet is dismissive of the possibility for human perfection—([Kohelet 

7:20] “For there is not a righteous man upon earth, that doeth good, and sinneth not”—that 

does not mean that one shouldn’t continually strive to come as close as possible to such 

perfection, asymptotically, as it were, essentially what is appears at the end of this vastly 

sardonic book ([Ibid. 12:13] “The end of the matter, all having been heard: fear God, and keep 

His Commandments; for this is the whole man. “) Therefore, when at one point Mr. Lefkowitz 

asks, “All of which raises the question: Are the Modern Orthodox in America  (according to his 

definition of “Social Orthodoxy”) really Orthodox?, I would at best equivocate. If an individual finds 

himself at this point in time caring about being part of a group more than theological matters, but he 

realizes that there is more to religion than where he currently is at, and he is open to exploring 

additional dimensions and avenues, then the Halachic principle, “MiToch SheLo LiShman Ba’in 

LiShman”15 (from a state of doing things for ulterior motives, one can eventually reach a level of 

purer and more spiritual experience) would apply and his present religious position is within the 

                                                           
14

 http://www.commentarymagazine.com/article/the-rise-of-social-orthodoxy-a-personal-account/  
15

 E.g., Nazir 23b. 

http://www.commentarymagazine.com/article/the-rise-of-social-orthodoxy-a-personal-account/
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pale.16 However, if “Social Orthodoxy” is viewed by the person in question as an end in itself, and 

nothing remains to be explored, thought about or achieved, then it is difficult for me to understand 

how such a perspective qualifies as any type of “Orthodoxy”, since the etymology of the word is:  

from the Greek orthos ("right", "true", "straight") + doxa ("opinion" or "belief", related 

to dokein, "to think", in other words, “doctrine”/ belief regarding God and metaphysical truths is 

intrinsic to orthodox religion. 

 

 A second issue that seems to me to be extremely difficult to understand, is how a 

“Social Orthodox” individual who is either unsure or actually indifferent to God’s Existence, 

prays traditional Jewish prayers. Mr. Lefkowitz mentions several times throughout his article 

how he engages in prayer as part of the rituals that allow him to have a sense that he belongs to 

the group of Modern Orthodoxy.17 But so much of Jewish liturgy is God-oriented. What sort of 

mindset is required when a person who has difficulties with the concept of God, wishes to 

participate in acts of prayer? I can understand how someone who is beset by religious doubts 

might opt to engage in what Aristotle refers to in his Poetics as “the suspension of disbelief”18 

and during his moments of prayer, acts and believes as if he were sure that God Exists. But for 

someone who is not moved by the entire concept of a Divine Being, who is not thinking about 

our standing before Someone Who holds us accountable for our actions, and Sets an example 

for emulation, why would such a person even bother to engage in the process Aristotle 

describes, if the entire idea leaves him cold?  

 

 In conclusion, what does “Kedoshim Tiyhu” (and you will be holy) mean for those who 

are not convinced that it is God Whom we ought to be worshipping? Tzorech Iyun Gadol (lit. the 

matter is in need of profound further investigation).  

                                                           
16

 The author holds out the possibility that at least some Social Orthodox Jews might eventually develop 
strong beliefs—“ Some of us may even come to believe.” 
17

 E.g.,  “When I explained that I was an observant Jew and began each day by reciting the morning 
prayers but wasn’t really sure how God fit into my life…” 
“The adults attend synagogue regularly…” 
“ I start my day each morning by donning my tefillin before heading to my office at a law firm…” 
“I go to synagogue each week…” 

 
 
18

 In order to be able to experience a catharsis when witnessing a drama, the members of the audience 
have to “buy in” to the premises of the play, i.e., to believe that the actors are truly the characters that 
they pretend to be, to accept the dialogue as true and accurate, to accept that the locales represented by 
the sets are before them, etc.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greek_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doxa

