Fundamentals of Judaism:
A Lesson from Perashat Parah
Source 1: Bamidbar 19:2

ִשר ֵ֗ ֵאל וְּ י ְִּק ַּ֣חו
ְּ ֵאמר דַ ֵבַּ֣ר ׀ ֶׁאל־בְּ נֵ ַּ֣י י
ֹ֑ ּתֹורה אֲ שֶׁ ר־צִ וָּ֥ה ה' ל
ָ֔ ַֹ֚זאת חֻ ַ ַּ֣קת ה
שר לא־ע ָּ֥לה ע ֶׁ ֶ֖ליה ֵֽעל׃
ֶׁ֛ ֶׁ ֲשר ֵ ֵֽאין־ב ּ֙ה ָ֔מום א
ֶׁ֤ ֶׁ ֲימה א
ֵ֗ ֵא ֶ֩ ֶׁליךֶ֩ פ ָ֨רה אֲ ד ָֻּ֜מה ְּּת ִמ
2 This is the statute of the law which the LORD hath commanded,
saying: Speak unto the children of Israel, that they bring thee a red
heifer, faultless, wherein is no blemish, and upon which never came
yoke.
This is an example of Law of the Torah which is considered completely
above human comprehension. The paradox is that those who are
involved in the preparation of the ashes of the cow become ritually
impure, while the sprinkling of water with those ashes is used to remove
contamination! It is an example of a Law which must be accepted on
faith alone.
On the Shabbat after Purim, two Torah Scrolls are removed from the
Ark. The Sidrah of the week is read from the first, and from the second,
the chapter of Parah Adumah, the Red Cow (or Red Heifer), is read. It
gives the procedure through which people can purify themselves from
the contamination caused by a human corpse.
The reading of this chapter was instituted for this time of the year
because Jews were required to purify themselves before coming
to Jerusalem for the pilgrimage festival of Passover.

Source 2: Sefer Yeshaya Ch. 25
(ח) בִ לַ ע הַ מוֶׁת לנֶׁצַ ח ומחה אֲ דני ה' ִד ְּמעה מֵ עַ ל כל־פנִים וְּ חֶׁ ְּרפַת עַ מֹו י ִסיר
מֵ עַ ל כל־הא ֶׁרץ כִ י ה' ִדבֵ ר:
8 He will swallow up death for ever; and the Lord GOD will wipe away tears from off
all faces; and the reproach of His people will He take away from off all the earth; for
}the LORD hath spoken it. {P

Source 3: Masechet Semahot – Halacha 5
תניא באבל רבתי המחותך ...מי שהיה בעלה צלוב עמה בעיר ...עד מתי
אסור עד שיכלה הבשר שלו ,שאין הצורה נכרת בעצמות .אבל מיסב
בראש ,שנאמר אבחר דרכם ואשב ראש וגו' כאשר אבלים ינחם ,אבל
לעתיד לבא מהו אומר בלע המות לנצח ומחה ה' אלהים דמעה מעל כל
פנים וחרפת עמו יסיר מעל כל הארץ כי ה' דבר ,וכתיב והפכתי אבלם
לששון ונחמתים ושמחתים מיגונם ,ישאו הרים שלום לעם וגבעות
בצדקה.
Source 4: Kohelet Ch. 7

יתי בַ חכְּ מה אמַ ְּר ִּתי ֶׁא ְּחכמה וְּ ִהיא ְּרחֹוקה ִממֶׁ נִי:
(כג) כל־זה נ ִִס ִ
3 All this have I tried by wisdom; I said: 'I will get wisdom'; but it was far
from me.

Source 5: Midrash Zuta - Kohelet
[כג] כל זה נסיתי בחכמה  .ר' יצחק פתח כל זה נסיתי בחכמה ,אמר שלמה לא הנחתי
חכמה בעולם שלא עמדתי עליה ,וכיון שהגעתי לפרשת פרה אדומה ,אמרתי אחכמה
והיא רחוקה ממני.

Encountering death – encountering questions

Source 6: Rambam, Hilchot De’ot

Source 7: Talmud Menahot 29b
אמר רב יהודה אמר רב :בשעה שעלה משה למרום ,מצאו להקב"ה שיושב וקושר
כתרים לאותיות ,אמר לפניו :רבש"ע ,מי מעכב על ידך? אמר לו :אדם אחד יש
שעתיד להיות בסוף כמה דורות ועקיבא בן יוסף שמו ,שעתיד לדרוש על כל קוץ וקוץ
תילין תילין של הלכות .אמר לפניו :רבש"ע ,הראהו לי ,אמר לו :חזור לאחורך .הלך
וישב בסוף שמונה שורות ,ולא היה יודע מה הן אומרים ,תשש כחו; כיון שהגיע לדבר
אחד ,אמרו לו תלמידיו :רבי ,מנין לך? אמר להן :הלכה למשה מסיני ,נתיישבה
דעתו .חזר ובא לפני הקדוש ברוך הוא ,אמר לפניו :רבונו של עולם ,יש לך אדם כזה
ואתה נותן תורה ע"י? אמר לו :שתוק ,כך עלה במחשבה לפני .אמר לפניו :רבונו של
עולם ,הראיתני תורתו ,הראני שכרו ,אמר לו :חזור [לאחורך] .חזר לאחוריו ,ראה
ששוקלין בשרו במקולין ,אמר לפניו :רבש"ע ,זו תורה וזו שכרה? א"ל :שתוק ,כך
עלה במחשבה לפני.
Rab Judah said in the name of Rab, When Moses ascended on high he found the
Holy One, blessed be He, engaged in affixing coronets to the letters. Said Moses,
‘Lord of the Universe, Who stays Thy hand?’ He answered, ‘There will arise a

man, at the end of many generations, Akiba b. Joseph by name, who will
expound upon each tittle heaps and heaps of laws’. ‘Lord of the Universe’, said
Moses; ‘permit me to see him’. He replied, ‘Turn thee round’. Moses went and
sat down behind eight rows [and listened to the discourses upon the law]. Not
being able to follow their arguments he was ill at ease, but when they came to a
certain subject and the disciples said to the master ‘Whence do you know it?’
and the latter replied ‘It is a law given unto Moses at Sinai’ he was
comforted. Thereupon he returned to the Holy One, blessed be He, and said,
‘Lord of the Universe, Thou hast such a man and Thou givest the Torah by me!’
He replied, ‘Be silent, for such is My decree’. Then said Moses, ‘Lord of the
Universe, Thou hast shown me his Torah, show me his reward’. ‘Turn thee
round’, said He; and Moses turned round and saw them weighing out his flesh
at the market-stalls. ‘Lord of the Universe’, cried Moses, ‘such Torah, and such
a reward!’ He replied, ‘Be silent, for such is My decree’

Source 8: Commentary of Magen Avraham
כתב התניא ביום הששי פ' חקת נהגו יחידים להתענו' שבאותו היום נשרפו
כ' קרונות מלאים ספרים בצרפת ולא קבעו אותו בימי החדש מפני שמתוך
שאלת חלום נודע להם שיום הפרשה גורם גזיר' התורה זאת חקת התורה
 וגם בשנת ת"ח נחרבו שני קהילו' גדולות,מתרגמי' דא גזירת אורייתא
 גם נוהגין להתענות:באותו היום כמ"ש בסליחו' שחבר בעל השפתי כהן
:עשרי' בסיון בכל מלכות פולין נהרא נהרא ופשטי' רפא שבריה כי מטה
Source 9: Rabbi Bernhard Rosenberg
How can one struggle with the question of suffering? The Rav elaborates further on
the idea of evil in his work Fate And Destiny From Holocaust to the State of
Israel. (Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Introduction by Rabbi Walter Wurzburger, Ktav
Publishing, 2000). The Rav states that the distinction between the two is where the
answer to suffering lies. Rabbi Dr. Walter S. Wurzberger, a prominent disciple of the
Rav, writes, “The Rav employs this distinction in discussing the problem of evil. He
maintains that it is senseless to raise the metaphysical question of why there is evil in
the world. The human mind is simply not equipped to tackle this problem. To engage
in theodicy is an exercise in futility. Instead of looking for an explanation of our fate—
for example, why a particular evil has struck us—we should ask ourselves how we can

respond to evil in a manner that will enable us to emerge from this experience as better
moral and spiritual beings.” (page VII)
Fate, the Rav says, is an existence of compulsion –‘Against your will you will live out
your life’.(Avot 4:29, page 52,Kol Dodi Dofek, Theological and Halakhic Reflections on
the Holocaust). The man (or woman) of fate has no free will, nor ability to choose his
own life’s path. Things happen to this person, without his involvement. The fated
existence is passive, and arbitrary.
Destiny, however, is a different form of existence. The Rav characterizes it as “Against
your will you are born and against your will you will die, but you live of your own free
will.” (page 54, Kol Dodi Dofek, Theological and Halakhic Reflections on the Holocaust)
An existence of destiny is a life of choice, innovation, strength, and action; one engages
with his surroundings.
The Jewish approach, says the Rav, is to transition from a fated life, to a destined
life. (page 54 Kol Dodi Dofek, Theological and Halakhic Reflections of the
Holocaust). In our “fated lives”, evil happens to us. We suffer, and we have no control.
In a life of destiny we do not focus on the tragedy that befalls us. “What must the
sufferer do, so that he may live through his suffering?” is the Jewish legal question the
man of destiny asks. “What obligation does suffering impose upon man?” “We do not
inquire about the hidden ways of the Almighty, but rather about the path wherein man
shall talk when suffering strikes,” says the Rav. This reaction to suffering and evil is
extremely unique. It seems that the Rav is suggesting that people have an obligation,
when bad things happen to them to use their suffering in a productive manner. The
Rav tells us ,”We do not inquire about the hidden ways of the Almighty but, rather,
about the path wherein man shall walk when suffering strikes. We ask neither about
the cause of evil nor about its purpose but rather about how it might be mended and
elevated. How shall a person act in a time of trouble? What ought a man to do so that
he not perish in his afflictions? The Halakhic answer to this question is very simple.
Afflictions come to elevate a person, to purify and sanctify his spirit, to cleanse and
purge it of the dross of superficiality and vulgarity, to refine his soul and to broaden
his horizons. In a word, the function of suffering is to mend that which is flawed in an
individual’s personality. The Halakha teaches us that the sufferer commits a grave sin
if he allows his troubles to go to waste and remain without meaning or purpose.” (page
56 Kol Dodi Dofek). The Rav therefore maintains that it is a uniquely lonely experience
to be a man of religious faith. The individual who suffers and keeps his religious faith
has the obligation to respond in a positive fashion to repair the world.

In the Story of Job, this is the answer that G-d responds to Job, a righteous individual
who has suffered tremendously. In the Biblical narrative, Job struggles, trying to
understand why all terrible things happen to him. Eventually, G-d comes to him and
informs him how to productively use his suffering.
In Days of Deliverance,(Days of Deliverance : Essays on Purim and Hanukkah,by Rabbi
Joseph B. Soloveitchik, edited by Eli D. Clark, Joel B. Wolowelsky and Reuven Ziegler,
Ktav Publishing House Inc. 2007) the Rav states, “We have lost many; not too long ago
we lost six million Jews, one third of our population. But, on the whole, we have
emerged victorious. We still maintain our identity; we are still committed to the same
goals to which our ancestors were committed millennia ago…” ( page 188) He
references the suffering (the Holocaust) by mentioning the six million that perished. By
commenting on the strength of Jewish identity and the fortitude of the Jewish nation,
the Rav implies that the fate of the Jewish people and its destiny are linked to the
lessons learned during the Holocaust.
In the publication, The Rav, The World of Rabbi B. Soloveitchik, Volume 2, by Aaron
Rakeffet-Rothkoff, (Ktav Publishing House, Inc., 1999) the Rav maintains that Anti
Semitism was at the core of the Nazi agenda, and that those who say that Hitler was
more interested in other pursuits are foolish. ( Page 108) He goes on to say that Hitler
taught the world how to destroy and dispose of all the Jews but was not successful. (
Page 133) The Rav is emphasizing the revitalization of the Jewish people in the
aftermath of the Holocaust- the destiny aspect of life, rather than the fate. The Rav
discusses anti-Semitism during the time of Egyptian slavery. As in the Shoah, the goal
was to oppress the Jew and discredit him in the eyes of the world.
During the historical period of the Maccabees and the rule of Hellenism, the Hebrew
word “kesheamdah” which means, “that rose up”, appears. This specific word in Hebrew
connotes deciding an action, and then following through. The Rav compares this
Hellenistic time period with the Holocaust. Hitler wanted to destroy the Jewish people,
and then did his best to eradicate each and every Jew.
The Rav writes, “ During the terrible Holocaust when European Jewry was being
systematically exterminated in the ovens and crematoria, the American Jewish
community did not rise to the challenge, did not act as Jews possessing a properly
developed consciousness of our shared fate and shared suffering as well as the
obligation of shared action that follows therefrom, ought to have acted. We did not
sufficiently empathize with the anguish of the people and did very little to save our
afflicted brethren.” (page 97 Kol Dodi Dofek)

The opinions expressed in this essay are based upon my personal understanding of
what has been written regarding the Rav’s statements. I do not maintain that these are
the exact sentiments of the Rav, but I have attempted to explain his position regarding
the Holocaust as I understand them. As a child of Holocaust survivors, of blessed
memory, and as one whose Smicha, ordination, is signed by the Rav, I have always
wanted to explore how the Rav theologically regarded the Holocaust. I entered the
rabbinate because of the Holocaust. Hineni, is the expression we all should use. We
should be here to make a difference in the world. Never again should we allow the
world to stand idly by while innocent human beings suffer torture, starvation and
death. Never again should anyone be an innocent bystander. I fear the world has not
learned this lesson. Will they ever?

