Rebellious Son: Insights into Rosh Hashana

) 17 Rather, he must rec.
ognize the firstborn, the son of the hated one, to give him the double portionin all
that is found with him; for he is his initial vigor, to him is the right of the firstborn,

18 Jf a man will have a wayward and rebellious son, * who does not hearken to
the voice of his father and the voice of his mother, and they discipline him, buthe
does not hearken to them; 1 then his father and mother shall grasp him and take
him out to the elders of his city and the gate of his place. 2 They shall say to the
elders of his city, “This son of ours is wayward and rebellious; he does not
hearken to our voice; he is a glutton and a drunkard."* 2 All the men of his city

shall pelt him with stones and he shall die; and you shall remove the evil from

your midst; and all Israel shall hear and they shall fear.

. - -
his sidrah contains a plethora of laws, covering all areas of Jewish
life. One of the strangest and most well known of these involves
the ben sorer w'moreh, the rebellious son.! Briefly, this refers to a boy

within the three months following his thirteenth b who steals
a certain type of meat

money from his parents with which he bu [
and wine. This must all happen under very unusual circumstances,
which include the exact nature of the theft, where the consumption
of the food takes place, how many times the boy repeats his actions,
tiie nature of the relationship between the parents, and a multitude of
requirements about the physical attributes of all three of them. ]f ail of
these conditions are fulfilled, the boy ma be executed by the beis din.

 Incidentally, this is extremely improbable, so much so that thfref _1_; a
riew in th ' : of the

view in the Gemara that a ben sorer w'moreh has never fulfilled al
conditions wi ' ise.2

" To be classified as a rebellious son, he must steal money from his
parents to eat and drink like a glutton. This conduct shows, says I b.n
Ezra, a distorted outlook. The glutton makes the pleasures of this
world_his only goal rather than seeing this world as the place to

pr;bare for eternal spiritual life. The meat and wine he consumed °

could have been glatt kosher. It is not enough to teach a child that he
‘may eat only kot so that he k)‘:

.
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The Gemara learns from the phrase, “he does not listen to our

voices,” that to be deemed a rebellious son, both parents must have

similar voices. Both parents’ guidance must reflect the same values,

and they must be consistent in their instnzction._lf_tl'n_e_pﬂrgs__c_l_m
speak with one voice, their child cannot be deemed rebellious because
the blame for his rebellious behavior is not his alone.

The parents must point at their son and say “i1] 133 — this son of
ours.” If the parents are blind and thus incapable of pointing him out,
the son cannot be deemed a rebellious son. The requirement that the
parents be able to see hints to the necessity of parents viewing each
child as an individual, with unique gifts and needs, who must be

educated according to his individual personality. If parents are blind

to the child’s individuality and educate him accordi
predetermined ild can also not be fully blamed.
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When the Torah teaches us about the rebellious son and his-pun-
ishment, it says that he became that way because “he didn't listen
to his father’s voice and his mother’s voice.” Since no word in the
Torah is superfluous and each letter and every dot is precious, why
didn't it say “his parents’ voices™? The Kotzker Rebbe offers an ex-

may eat only kosher food. He must also understand why,

does not become a Jew in form but not in substance.
6 S)L’A\ MJ g Ll’v”‘Q

It was taught: Rabbi Yosi HaGelili said, “Could it be that because he

ate a measure of meat and drank a half-measure of wine that the To-
rah':;_éaxvires us take him out of the beis din to be stdned? Rather, the
Torah penetrates to the end result of the ben_sorer u’moreh. Ulti-
méféiy, the property of his father which he has been stealing] wi
be exhatisted, and he will want to continue i : which
he has become accustomed but won't find any money. So he will go
out to the crossroads and rob passersby. Therefore the Torah says: Let

him die innocent and let him not die guilty [of a far worse offense].”
ST (Ibid. 72a)

F

“planation which should inspire every parent. A’ child becomes

rebellious because he does not hear his father's voice: He never
hears his father learning Torah, he never_ hears his father saying

brachos aloud, bentching aloud, or saving Shema_aloud. What can
you expect from him? Such a child never heard his mother's voice
either: He didn't see his mother lighting Shabbos candles, he didn’t
hear his mother saying Tehillim, he didn’t hear her praying, and he
never heard her voice teaching him to say blessings out loud. That
is why he became a rebellious son — he heard neither-his father’s
voice nor his mother’s voice.’ :

In reality, the whole reason for his execution seems hard to un-

% derstand. What happened to teshuvah? Many wicked people have ex-

isted throughout the ages who have perpetrated evil but have
eventually repented. Teshuvah is always possible, as the doors of re-
pentance are never locked, even for the most wicked person, up to the
very last moments of life:




3 One of the many conditions is
discussed later/in the Gemara:

~p With regard to a ben sorer u’moreh, if his father and mother want to

forgive him, then he may be forgiven.
(Sanhedrin 88b)

The laws of the ben sorer u’'moreh require the boy’s parents to take
him to the beis din for punishment and, if he repeats his act, eventual
execution. If, however, they choose to forgive his crime, they may do
so, and the case against him will be dropped. This seems very reason-
able, until we consider another matter — the reason for the harsh
treatment of a boy who appears to have done little to warrant execu-
tion:

* In the light of this explanation, the forgiveness of tl.le miscre.ant's
parents would seem to have very little purpose. Surely his potential to

_ become a highwayman is unaffected by their compassion. If so;- hev-"v

should be executed whether or not his parents wish to forgive him, in

order to save him and society from a far worseevil. -

o
We have seen that the whole teshuvah process only worksbe-
cause of our connection to the Avos. This relationship is established

through one's patents and grandparents-and so-on; hac

generations to the founders of Judaism. If so, the ben sorer u’'moreh puts:

1]
To understand the difference between the ben sorer u'morefrand other
potential penitents, we need to look at one aspect of teshuvah itself.

If one does teshuvah, He will show you favor. You might think that
this applieés to all, so the verse says to you (Bemidbar 6:26), and not to

any other nation. :

(Midrash Tanchuma, Ha'azinu 4)

This Chazal indicates that the teshuvah ;;rocess as we know it is a

special gift to klal Yisrael which the non-Jewish nations do not merit.
We receive this gift as part of our inheritance from the Avos. They were
exceptionally holy people who created a unique relationship with
God for themselves and their descendants for all time. Their souls,
and by extension ours, are intrinsically pure. Any sin which is com-
mitted may temporarily sully this holy soul, but the stain is removed
through teshuvah. The desire to repent arouses a deep feeling which
flows from the most primal aspects of one’s Jewish soul —the connec-
tion to the Avos who began the relationship with God..In so doing,

-oneé draws renewed life force to begin again after the error of sin. This

K- enables one to remain steadfast in one’s repentance, becoming faith-

ful once more to God and His Torah.

. . . RN
But if the boy’s parents forgive his actions, this changes the situa-

“-tion considerably. For by pardoning his: errors, they may unilaterally -

reestablish their relationship-with him. If they choose to do this, they

~ himself in an invidious position through his actions. His criminal acts

- repulse his parents — he steals from them, defies them, and thus sev--

ers his connection with them. As such, he also cuts off his link to the

past and to the Avos, his only possible source of genuine teshuvah.

Even if he temporarily regrets his a in-
tain his contrition and will return to his evil ways. This will eventually

perform a great act of chesed for him, as they reconnect him to them

and thus to his ancestry and, by extension, to the Avos themselves. As
such, the ben sorer u’moreh again becomes a potential penitént, for he
may once more tap in to his spiritual inheritance. Of course, now
there is no need to execute him, for he has a ' a
valuable future, ' i

worsen, until petty theft becomes highway robbery. It is clear why the .

Torah does not consider the possibility that the ben sorer u'moreh will

ot

do teshuvah, for he cannot. .
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[We often ask God in our prayers to show us mercy
“because_of the merit of our forefathers, Avraham,
Yitzhak and Yaakov,” and there is many a precedent for
this in Tenach. How are we to understand this request?]

We are accustomed to think that the meaning is quite
obvious. Since we are descended from those great and
saintly forefathers, who were so close to the Almighty,
we assume that we are specially privileged in the sight of.
God. Consequently He will not judge us according to the
tenets of strict justice but will exercise leniency in our
favor. We apparently believe that His love for our
forefathers will lead Him to show mercy where justice
and truth would demand otherwise. This, we think, is
the great heritage we have received from our forefathers,
those spiritual giants who came closer to God than
anyone else on earth. If we were to take this to its logical
conclusion it would mean that we could do whatever we
liked, within reason, and rely on God not to punish us as
we deserve. We have only to remind Him of the great
deeds of our forefathers, His beloved ones, and straight .
away our sins will be forgiven. ' ‘

But_can_this be right? Can we have understood the

concept properly?

i Refldions 'F@’ Loy - 8. & bosdua. .

We are members of an enigmatic covenantal community
which was formed with our ancestor, Abraham. A covenant is a

mutually established compact, an agreement binding one or
several parties to particular obligations. Jewish history speaks
of two primary covenants established by God with the Jewish
people. The first was the Patriarchic Covenant, which was
concluded with Abraham (Gen. 15:8, 17:1), repeated with Isaac
(ibid. 26:2), and again with Jacob (ibid. 28:13+16). The second
was_the Sinaitic Covenant, the Revelation at Mount Sinai,
Mattan Torah,.in which the entire Jewish people, Kenesset
- Yisrael, participated (Ex. 19). o

15" The nature of the Sinaitic Covenant and it enduyrir

for all future generations i ¢ Jewish people individuaily
and collectively committed itself and all future generations' to
the observance of the Commandments, faryag mitzvot,® t0

which no other people was obligated.

I '
What is puzzling, however, is the Patriarchic Covenan;,’which

oes
upon the patriarchs and upon future generations, except for
circumcision which is an ot, an insignia of the covenant.* God,
as the text indicates, did promise them the Holy Land as an
historical inheritance (Gen. 15:18) and to maintain a singular

covenant impose upon the Jewish people, and what has been its
enduring relevance and influence over the centuries?




s

Similarly, in the Rosh Hashanah Musaf liturgy called Zikh-
ronot, which is an affirmation that God remembers the deeds of
men and of nations, both covenants are mentioned, with pri-

4

The Patriarchic Covenant apparently imparts teachings to the
Jewish people by example rather than by prescription. While
the Sinaitic Covenant tells the Jew what to do and how to act as’

mary precedence being given to the Patriarchic Covenant, the
brit avot. Wherein is the special significance of the Patriarchic
Covenant? The primary potency of the Patriarchic Covenant
was acknowledged in the Talmud: ‘“When Israel sinned in the
desert, Moses rose before the Lord and said many prayers and
petitions without effect. When he added, ‘Remember the cove-
nant of Your servants Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” God imme-
diately responded’’ (Shab. 30a).” .

a member of the covenantal community, the Patriarchic Cove-
nant addresses the *'I'* awareness of the Jew, teaching him how
to experience his Jewishness. It sensitizes him in specifically
Jewish ways; it expresses attitudes, ideals, and sentiments
which still speak to us. It guides our feelings and consciousness
rather than our physical acts, for we are duty-bound not only to

act as Jews, but to feel as Jews. In a word, muhe_backdmp_of*

the Sinaitic Covenant; the latter is the behavioral fulfillment of
the truths,;' values, and Jewish self-awareness established by the
former. .
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dp Children can also inherit their parents’  character-

In this particular instance I am happy to say that Hashem
has given me the merit to discover an important key

which will help to elucidate the questions we referred.to.. .

above. And more: it will help to shed light on several

other problems which we may have to face. Ihave found: .

this wonderful insight in the holy writings of our Master,

. Rabbi Hayimof:Volozhyn;-of blessed:memory, who.was. ;... - ..

an outstanding disciple of the great. Gaon of Vilna, of
blessed memory: In his great work Ruah Hayim on Pirkey..
Avot, on the mishna near the_beginning -of the fifth
chapter? [he points out the curious fact that in mishna 2,
which refers to the ten generations from Noah to
Avraham, the latter is refc i < ?
while in mishna 3, which mentions the ten tests which he

" "had to undergo, he is refeired to as Avraham Avinu,
““Avraham our forefather.” In elucidation] Rabbi Hayim
goes on to quote the verse in Mishle:®

%Th’c tsaddik walks in hisiﬁérfcaion;
Happy are his children after him!

Note well: this is our very problem! Let us give our full
attention to the way Rabbi Hayim deals with it. He con-
tinues: . ' ;
For there are many attributes which the tsaddik labors hard
and long to attain, while to his children they come almost

;na_tur'ﬂ_lyv and they can achieve them with li t.

Let us follow Rabbi Hayim a little further:

And so the purpose of all the ten tests was to straighten the
road for us [that is, to make it easier for us to arrive at certain
spiritual levels]. Why do we find that a Jew is suddenly
seized with a desire to emigrate to the Holy Land? This is
derived from [Avraham’s successful completion of ] the test:
“Go away from your land, your family and your father's
house, to the land 1 will show-you.”

It is indeed amazing, when we come to think of it, that

we Jews should have retained our deep love for Eretz
Yisrael after having been exiled from it for two thousand

tendencies and spiritual potential. These two are factors
which can alter the level of behira, without of course af-
fecting-the essential act of behira itself.: Spiritual attain-
ments of parents can have extremely long-range effects in
this sense. Rabbi Hayim goes on to attribute certain

. positive tendencies of the Jewish people, which could still

be observed in his day, to the effects of the epoch-making
spiritual achievements of Avrahath Avinu. Each of the
ten great tests which he triumphantly withstood left its
mark- on the characteristics of his descendants down to -
the present day. [Incidentally, this explains—says Rabbi
Hayim—why the Mishna uses the utle “Avraham
Avinu” in this connection, when recounting the ten tests.

It is here that Avraham has shown himself to be *‘our

father,” in the spiritual as well as the physical sense, by.

passing down to us his great spiritual attainments.]
Q] For example, he goes on: ’

We have seen with our own eyes on many occasions how ig-
norant Jews who know nothing of Torah nevertheless readily

give up their lives for the sanctification of the Divine Name

[that is, they allow themselves to be killed rather than submit

to conversion]. This is ingrained in us from Avraham Aviny,

who was ready to give up his life in the furnace of Ur
Kasdim, for the sake of his faith.

This is an amazing insight. From what source indeed can
a simple, ignorant man derive such tremendous spiritual
power? Here is a man who has had very little contact
with spiritual ideals, who in his life up to now has known
“and thought of little but his earthly needs. How can such
a_person suddenly be ready, without a moment’s hesita-

tion, to_give up life itself for the sake of God, for'the sake

of an ideal he would certainly be unable to express in

words? What can account for it? Only that he has ac-
quired this power by inheritance from Avraham Avinu.

23~ Related to this is the ability to revolutionize our lives,

to change our ways and remedy our mistakes: i short,
the ability to “do _teshusia.” If we delve down within
ourselves we may find that the idea is not so strange to us
after all. It may be hidden not far below the level of our
consciousness. This too is-an indication of the hidden
riches we have inherited from our- ancestors Avraham,
Yitzhak and Ya'akov, and the scores of generations of
loyal Torah-adherents which link us with them. Of
course, we still have the prerogative of free will. We can
accept or reject this heritage, But if we decide to accept,
what riches are there, stored deep within us, only waiting
to.be released! ' A T
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Zf In this prayer, we repeat the word “God”” with the name of

a3
All that we have descnbed above is indeed 'zechut zechut avot,

p usually translated as “‘the merit of the fathers.” These are
the forces which lead us towards merit. But zechut comes

from a root meaning purity. Our true heritage is a nexus

~of pure tendencies which aid us to attain truth and justice

in our lives. These are the zechuyot by which we are
linked to our great forefathers, so long as we still adhere
to_the characteristics they transmitted to us. So long as

these good middot and refined tendencies are active within
us, Hashem sees in the profundity of His wisdom that the

lifeline that links us with our saintly forefathers is still in-
_tact. There is still hope that we may choose the way of
“teshuva and remedy our wrongs. In this case justice de-
mands that the _]udgc of all the earth shall show us mercy.
The zechut thatis the- zakkut (purity); of our:fatherg:is - -

“merit of the fathers ‘on. whlch we rely to rouse the:
mercies of Almighty God. [The profound ‘insight

25

focus on how He provided for' previous generations. Some-

times Jews whose parents: or grandparents, were.far. removed: - .-
from Judaism wonder how they can find a model of someone - - - -

who has a personal relationship with God. This prayer teaches
us that no matter how far removed a Jew’s personal ancestors

were from God, our past history:al
Him. Tt also teaches us that as individuals, we have the capacitv

to forge a personal relationship with God.

2 Blloks } Isighbo- R\ 2

t,- This:is the.

each Patriarch. The text could have said that God is the “God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” Instead, it says that He is the
“God of Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob,” thereby
emphasizing how each Patriarch forged_his own. relatlor_l_gmp
with God based_on_his unique character attributes. It is simi-

larly the task of every Jew to discover, relate to, and serve God
according to his or her own primary nature.

The spectrum of all character types of Jews are reflected in
the_t_hmg_chg:acters of the forefathers. Every Jew can tap into
the s in order to learn how to
relate to God according to his or her individual nature or
circumstances. The Patriarchs serve as models from whom we
each can discover our true nature and our way of serving God.
This idea of s spmtual hentage forms the core of the first blessing
of the Amidah, in which we praise God that He has given us a
spiritual heritage through which we can always relate to Him.

We start the first prayer of the Amidah, then, by recognizing.

that God is “our God”'and then mentioning that He was God -

to our forefathers. This shows. that each of us should strive to
find a_personal relationship with God when we pray. Only

after finding our own personal connection with:-God should we: -

draw on the historical relationship between the forefathers and\, :

God that also.enables. us to connect with Him., -
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The law of the rebellious son is applicable only when the child is
thirteen and for the next three months, i.e., at the very inception of his
manhood. This points to the importance of a proper foundation in the
education of children — that early education forms the basis of the

child’s experience and hence is the root and foundation of his life.

Avos deRav Nossen expounds on the Mishnah in Pirkei Avos

(4:25), “One who studies Torah as a child, to what can h» e be likened?

— to ink written on fresh paper:” Just as ink is readily absorbed into

‘new paper, so the Torah learned when young Eermeates the very

fiber of the child’s being.
%Alshtch explains the injunction (Mishlei 22:6), “I;:lucate the youth

accordmg to his path,” as a warning to put him on-the proper path
before he develops the wrong path on his own. The proper beginning

is crucial, for it forms the root, and any blemish in the root will

manifest itself a thousand-fold in the resultant growth. A strong root,
however, insures a healthx plant. : , A
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Rosh Hashana is the conceptlon of the year and the next ten

. 72D KT WwRa 13ab mEnAY TINRY emn
£7OY W °D Mean bun v Py Lo
VR TN INDja3 Ay o
R qwns B nhphpn o nwan
PV D D O 5y a3 ewRan
AN nna 532 ano 19K 1903 NP
WIOY nann aenaa mevw b e
wYn 12 BanT Sasw anx» 0o apsd
WY NS Hywa b3 190RS Y amen
WIBY TP ANLI. VYR TN bosnY
nnnY ames st MG 13 1 1 Lapd

- AR R b R RN phpn 13
™Y MYRIY XW Wb TwRa e

A1 POY K2 929 1R S 2w ey
$ 00D %0 %% 1Y Maa ME T MY

A3wn mawnb ok bsb by b AN QY

Yoob wa nwxv Avw nowxen by

days are its gestation. That is why these days are so critical to

the whole year. That is why a person isjudged for the entire year
as he appears on Rosh Hashana — the personality as it exists

_hlthort uj

Change on Rosh Hashana is much easier—one can mampulate
the “genes” of one’s character then. Pebgle of spiritual
knowledge take extreme caretolive perfectly on Rosh Hashana
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— the year is being conceived, Many have a custom not to sleep
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at least during the moming hours; they wish to lay down the

genes of the year in consciousness, not obhvmn
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What is the source of this special energy? The first Rosh
Hashana ever, which of course must represent its true nature

most powerfully, was the day of the Creation of man. That day
of Creation was the world's first Rosh Hashana and its climactic
event was the Creation of the human, That is why the day
always retains its power to re-create man! When we genuinely
and intensely decide to elevate our personalities on Rosh
Hashana, become inspired to live the coming year as higher
beings, we are using the day’s deeply-rooted energy as the day '
of human creation. The day has the power to energize real
change and help a person become unrecognizably different.

comments that the underlying sins that are
harbingers of worse things to-come, are: derogation ofhis ... .

develo see notes to Leviticus19:2); and a refusalto .
behave in a way that will bring closeness to God (see notes .
196:13), T -
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What happened to_the pieces of the tablets which.Mosheh
broke at the foot of the mountain? It may surprise us to learn
that they were placed in the Ark; together with the new tablets... -
(Berachot 8b). If they represented a madregah so high that it was-
no longer relevant to Israel after the sin, to what end were
they preserved? '
There is a great lesson to be learned from this. Whatever
. the person’s actual spiritual status at the moment, if he is
- determined to rise higher he must aim for the top. Our Rabbis
. tell us that a person should always ask, “When will my deeds
resemble the deeds of my forefathers Avraham, Yitzhak and
Ya'akov?” (Tanna de-bei Eliyahu 1:25). A vision of the very
highest is necessary to arouse one from his lethargy to embark

on any spiritual journey. C T :
The preservation of the first tablets together with the sec-
ond means that we should never lose sight of that sublime
madtegah which we attained before the sin. By considering our
loss we may come to yearn for an acceptance of Torah which

will be Both sincere and sublime.
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[16] INTERVIEWER: Is there something I can keep in"

mind in o‘rder to feel confident that I will succeed in a spiritual
endeavor if I try hard enough? ‘

RABBI YOSEF HURWITZ: “Remember the principle:
Ain_dovor sheomaid bifnai harotzon.” That is, there is nothing
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hat_can stand in your way when you have a strong desire to
iccomplish something.” -

[Commenfs: Having a slight wish is insufficient. Only whe; n

jou have an intense passion and a strong will to accomplish
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omething, will you find ways and means to do what would have
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