WHAT MAKES A HERO?

The Zohar's story about Abraham,
Rashi's story about Jacob, and the
Rebbe's story about Rabbi Shimon bar
Yochai. What do the stories have in
common? And what was the common
denominator which made them
eternal Jewish heroes?
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The first line of this week’s Parsha draws curious emphasis to the fact that Jacob left
Beer-Sheba. As the Midrash explains, this is to point out that the city lost its glow
upon the exit of the tzaddik (Source 1-2).

The Rebbe cites this Midrash as Rashi quotes it, and asks the famous question:
weren't Isaac and Rebecca still there?

One answer can be culled from the Midrash — the city lost some of its glory but not
all of it (Source 3) — but that won'’t fit with Rashi, who states quite clearly that the
city lost all its glory.

B. YOUNQ QNG INVOIVE......corrrreeerreseenrssssssrssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 9

The Rebbe proposes the following explanation: Rashi points out just a few sentences
later that Isaac was blind and elderly. This contains the answer: Isaac was no longer
able to influence his surroundings, and therefore Jacob — not his father — was
considered the city’s glory.
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The Rebbe makes a similar point in a different talk:

Rashi and the Zohar both state that Noah would be considered unremarkable during
Abraham’s generation. The question is asked: They did live in the same generation!
(Source 4-7)

The Rebbe presents a straightforward answer: The generation which is considered
“Abraham’s generation” begins only when he turns 75 — when he began spreading
G-d’s name in earnest. His generation isn’'t merely a reference to when he is alive; it
is when he makes an impact.
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In one final talk, the Rebbe makes the same point about Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai.

Rabbi Shimon famously said that he could absolve the entire world of G-d’s judgement
(Source 8).



But, the Rebbe asks, what purpose does that serve? The judgements are given for
good reason!

The answer reflects the same point: Rabbi Shimon obviously didn't just make such
broad sweeping absolutions. Rather, he taught people to change their ways —
through studying the inner dimension of Torah — and thereby absolved them of
G-d’s judgment. In other words, Rabbi Shimon isn’t to be understood as simply doing
magical absolutions; rather, he made a genuine influence on people — and thereby
achieved his goal.



Introduction:

In this week’s lesson, we will read three different talks of the Rebbe which concern
three different righteous Jewish people:

We begin with the story from this week’s Torah portion: Jacob our forefather, living
in Beersheba with his parents, leaves town to head for Haran. We are told that the
city lost its glory — but what about his parents who were living there?

Noah: We are told that he would be considered unimpressive had he lived in Abraham’s
generation. But one second; he actually lived in Abraham’s generation...

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai: we are told that he could absolve all of their judgments for
sins. But don’t those judgments serve a purpose?

One answer resolves all three problems.



A.The Lost Glory

Source 1 senesis 28:10

The Torah portion opens with the story of Jacob leaving Beer Sheba, heading to Haran to find a
wife.

And Jacob left Beer Sheba, and he went ~ Ya¥ IR3InN Py’ R¥N
to Haran. 1300 1'7’]

Source 2 widrash Rabbah on the verse

And Jacob left: How can we say that D@D XY XY D) :N$%
only he left, if many mules and camels 7193 771 7R x'zx
came along with him? Rabbi Azarya, in D"??g;_t nn21 0N
the name of Rabbi Yehudah the son of  R¥”1 :IX 7AK) !IRY?
Rabbi Simon, learns from this choice QW3 7’1Y °37...22p%°
of words that while the righteous man X T12°0 277377 °2)
is in the city, he is its splendor and its N7 Y2 P";lxtlt{f 713
majesty. When he departs from there, its Q@R RX?.7770 X171 717
splendor and its majesty has departed. SATO NI APTID T

>> The Rebbe

What about Isaac and Rebecca?

Regarding Jacob’s departure, Rashi writes: @7 2MD "3 Ipy° XY
“Scripture had only to write that Jacobwentto ~ X%X 212% 8 7°0 RY”
Haran. Why did it also mention his departure? — 5v3177 73951 ,7390 2py” o7
This teaches that the departure of a righteous  pxoxsw T3n XX 2I0R°%°
man from a place makes an impression, for OW AWy Dpna 1 PR
while the righteous man is in the city, he is XU VYA PIITR pRTaw
its beauty, he is its splendor, he is its majesty.
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When he departs from there, its beauty has



departed, its splendor has departed, its majesty 1319 71’7 111D 777 71D ,0WN
has departed. And likewise, regarding the verse DIPNT N IRZDY 1Y LT
(Ruth 1:7): ‘And she went forth from the place, ST ONYI2 IR
stated in reference to Naomi and Ruth.”

Rashi focuses on the fact that the Torah makes specific mention of Jacob leaving Beer Sheba.
Isn’t the main point that he went to Haran? The Midrash — and Rashi — explains that the Torah
wants to stress how a righteous man is the light and life of the city, and upon leaving, it makes
a significant impact

The following question is asked by all the XwWp - Pa? I
commentators: How can the city have been  p w1 ona %5 03 DOXRWW
divested of its beauty, splendor and majesty — 315 @ X" - DRI
while his parents Isaac and Rebecca remained  qran apy> Ny *1 Syw
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Source 3 widrash Rabbah on the verse

The Midrash mentioned earlier continues with a reference to the story of Ruth. As they left
Moab to head for the Land of Israel, the verse similarly states that “they left the place.” Why
was that a necessary mention? Isn’t the point of the story that they headed for Bethlehem? The
answer is the same. When the righteous person leaves, the city loses its special glow.

But the Midrash follows with an important question: Ruth may have been the only righteous
person in Moab, but was Jacob the only righteous person in his hometown? What about his
parents?

They answer:

How can we compare Ruth, the only (M n%°3m1) DY R
righteous one in her location, with Jacob AR KPR OW 700 XD
— who left behind Isaac and Rebecca? X2 228 ,7292 Np7%7
Rabbi Azariah in the name of Rabbi 31 7AR37) PRY P
Simon said: The merit of one righteous D %37 DR Y
person is incomparable to two righteous MY T XD MR
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>> The Rebbe

The Miraculous Cloud

The commentators cite the answer of the
Midrash: “How can we compare Ruth, the
only righteous one in her location, with
Jacob - who left behind Isaac and Rebecca?
...The merit of one righteous person is
incomparable to two righteous people”
However, Rashi used different terminology.
He said that “its beauty has departed, its
splendor has departed, its majesty has
departed.” Not only has the departure of the
one righteous person made an impression,
but moreover, all the beauty, splendor and
majesty have departed. Was that indeed the
case?
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B. Young and Involved

Isaac and Rebecca and the Local Community

We can explain Rashi’s statement — that the city
lost its beauty, splendor and majesty despite the
presence of Isaac and Rebecca — in the following,
straightforward manner:

In the continuation of the passage, during G-d’s
message to Jacob, He introduces Himself as “The
G-d of Isaac.” Rashi makes the following comment:
“We do not find in Scripture that G-d associates
His name with the living righteous by writing
‘the G-d of so-and-so. Nevertheless, here He
associated His name with Isaac because his eyes
had become dim and he was confined to his home,
and he was like a dead person, the evil inclination
having ceased from him”

When Jacob left Beer Sheba on his journey to Haran, he rested overnight and received a
revelation from G-d in his dream, where G-d promised that the land of Israel (belonging
then to the Canaanites) would be given to his descendants. When he talks to Jacob, G-d calls

himself “I, the G-d of Abraham and Isaac.”

These opening remarks startle Rashi, because we don’t find anywhere else in Torah that
G-d calls himself the “G-d of Abraham” or “Jacob” while they are still alive. Why then does

G-d call himself the “G-d of Isaac” in this passage?

Rashi explains that G-d normally doesn’t do so because there always remains a chance that
the righteous person will not sustain his righteousness. However, Isaac was blind, sitting at

home. His evil inclination was long gone.
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Who Was on the Streets?

This being the case, the young Torah
student will no longer question why
Jacob’s departure created this vacuum
despite his father’s presence. Isaac was
confined to his home, unable to share
his personality with the people of the
city. With the absence of his presence in
the streets of the city, he wasn't able to
contribute to the city’s reputation.

With regard to Rebecca: In addition to
the Jewish traditions of modesty, she was
constantly needed in Isaac’s presence.
Being that he was blind, he could not take
care of himself and needed someone at
his side at every moment. This role was
filled by Rebecca, his devoted wife.

Asaresult, the only of the three righteous
people (Isaac, Rebecca, and Jacob) who
was present on the city streets (after
Isaac’s physical decline) was Jacob. As
he went from his father’s home to study
Torah in the study hall of Shem and Ever
and upon his return home, he passed
through the city and naturally came
into contact with the local population.
He impacted them to the extent that, in
Rashi’s words, “he is its beauty, he is its
splendor, he is its majesty” — Jacob alone.
Therefore, upon his departure, the city’s
“beauty has departed, its splendor has
departed, its majesty has departed”
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While Isaac had the advantage of being absolutely holy and pure, to the extent that G-d
associated His name with Isaac while he was alive, there was a negative element: Being that
he wasn’t involved with the people of the city, he had no influence on them. He wasn'’t the city’s
splendor, beauty, and majesty. While he excelled in being righteous, his greatness didn’t leave
his own four walls.

But Jacob, who walked in and out of the city and mingled with the laymen, made a powerful
impact. When he left, the beauty, splendor and majesty went with him.

From here we see that even if a person can fit the slate for being very holy and righteous, if he
cannot make an effect on the people of the city, he cannot be considered its beauty. Even a very
righteous man must remain in contact with the people next door and bring positive change to
them as well

il



C. Noah's Overlap

The Rebbe made a similar point in a different talk, from 1980, as we will see below.

Source & cenesis 6:9

The Torah’s compliment to Noah:

These are the generations of Noah; Noah UOR M1 M n‘r‘?m .'I'Z?S
was a righteous man, he was perfect in 109732 770 0°RR PN
his generations; Noah walked with G-d. 13772000 DORPYRINNR

Source 5 zonar on the verse

The Zohar pulls back the compliment a bit.

He was perfect in his generations, but MM 1 RN
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Source 6 rashi

Rashi is uncomfortable with the compliment as well.
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would not have been considered of any 01937 2w
importance.

Source 7 nitutzei zohar, Noach fn. 13

And then a commentator comes with a historic question:
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Abraham’s generation! Noah passed
away in Abrahams 58th year.

An answer according to Torah’s
straightforward interpretation:

When G-d commanded Abraham to move
to the Land of Israel, Rashi explained that it
would be “for your own pleasure and well-
being” G-d told him, “There, I will make
You into a big nation, but if you remain
here you will not merit children. Also, I will
make you world-famous.”

Clearly, before this incident with Abraham,
the world didn't know of his greatness.
During that era, the most famous righteous
man was Noah. Obviously, we cannot
suggest that during that period (before
Abraham achieved worldwide fame) Noah
“would not have been considered of any
importance”

Only once Abraham’s greatness became
known far and wide could we suggest thatin
comparison to Abraham, Noah “would not
have been considered of any importance.”

Being that Abraham achieved fame only
after he left his childhood home, when he
was 75 years old (as stated explicitly in the
verse), Rashi’'s statement is quite sensible
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— in Abraham’s moment of fame, Noah
“would not have been considered of any
importance” — because that took place a
number of years after Noah'’s passing. Noah
passed away when Abraham was 58, and
Abraham’s name began to spread when he
was 75.

This further concurs with the assertion in
Chasidic teachings that Abraham’s earlier
outreach endeavors didn't make a long-
lasting impact, and that his main, long-term
influence was a result of his work after G-d
spoke to him at age 75. Clearly, it was at
that moment that “Abraham’s generation”
truly began.

Thus, in Abraham’s generation — when
Abraham was 75 — Noah would have been
considered ordinary.

Here we see the same idea. When was the generation considered “his”? Only when he began
to affectively reach out to the population. He may have always been righteous, but he wasn’t a
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D. Sweeping Absolution?

This very point is also brought out in another talk from the same year, with regard to Rabbi

Shimon bar Yochai.

Source 8 raimud Tractate Sukkah 45b

The unusual declaration of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai:

Chizkiya said that Rabbi Yirmiya said in
the name of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai:
I can absolve the entire world from
judgment for sins.

>> The Rebbe

The Simple Reason

Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai said, “I can
absolve the entire world from judgment
for sins” Now, if people will remain
unchanged after Rabbi Shimon absolves
them of their sins, what favor has he done
for them?

The Alter Rebbe writes in Tanya (and it is
stated in many works of Jewish ethics) that
the Torah is a Torah of kindness. Thus,
even the punishments stated therein
bring reward to those who experience
them.

The Alter Rebbe compares the people
receiving these punishments to the young
son of king who has soiled himself — and
the king wishes to clean him so that they
will be able to be together.
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To clean up the mess, cold water
might suffice. However, hot water
is sometimes necessary, and very
hot water is sometimes necessary as
well. At that moment, it might seem
like a punishment, but obviously the
ensuing benefit is far greater — the
son, now clean, can reunite with his
father.

This raises the question: if Rabbi
Shimon can absolve the individual of
his punishments, he also withholds
from him the ensuing benefits — the
opportunity to cleanse oneself and
reunite with G-d. If so, what good is
Rabbi Shimon’s offer?

The explanation: When Rabbi Shimon
declares that he has the ability to
erase the punishments, he obviously
means that he could cause the
cleansing to occur in different ways
— while avoiding pain and suffering.
It's a special approach which only
Rabbi Shimon knows to do.

Thisis expressed in the fact that Rabbi
Shimon opened the wellsprings of
the inner dimension of Torah. They
spilled like rain from the heavens and
rose up like the wellsprings of the
earth. Today, even a young child on
the street can study his teachings.

In his merit, and in the merit of his
teachings, behavior and influence,
he has made his path a reality for all
people — he gave them the ability to
transform their behavior.
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