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	“You Are a Prince of G-d in our Midst”

Harav Yosef Carmel

Going through Sefer Bereishit, we get to glimpse at our patriarchs and matriarchs through the various episodes that appear. How should we view them? Should we look at them as heads of a family, which only hundreds of years later emerged as a nation, after the exodus from Egypt? Or should we look at them as princes and noblemen during their lifetimes?

At first glance, the Torah tells the patriarchs’ story as individuals who were nomads for much of their lives. Famine made them wander to Egypt and to the Land of the P’lishtim, where they were at the mercy of the local populations and leaders. Prominent among the issues they dealt with were barrenness and the difficulties of raising children. These all seem like the troubles of the individual and the family.

However, a second, deeper look shows that the patriarchs did not just act as individuals. Most of their interactions were with monarchs and noblemen of their time, and they often interacted with them as leaders in their own right. Avraham engaged in a long discourse with Paroh in Egypt and emerged with the upper hand (Bereishit 12). Later on he took part in the struggle of nine of the leading kings of the time in a major world war. In its aftermath, he had discussions with the King of S’dom and Malkitzedek, the King of Shalem (Bereishit 14). Avraham continued his “diplomacy” with Avimelech, the King of G’rar. Yitzchak interacted prominently with Avimemlech, King of P’lishtim. Yaakov negotiated with Chamor, “the prince of the land,” and in his old age was an honored guest of Paroh, king of the world’s only superpower. 

There are signs of nobility in regard to the matriarchs, as well. Just look at their names. Sarah’s name can be translated as “nobility,” and her sister as “queen.” She is described as the gevira, a term used elsewhere in Tanach for the king’s mother or wife (see Melachim I, 11:19; II, 29:2; Yirmiya 29:2 and more). The midrash tells us that Hagar was the daughter of Paroh, who decided that it was worthwhile for her to serve as a servant in the house of Avraham and Sarah. A lesser-known midrash states that Avimelech likewise sent his daughter to them (Bereishit Rabba 45). The simple reading of the Torah also indicates that Keturah, who married Avraham in his old age, was a princess, whose descendants went on to be princes of different tribes.

The fact that Avraham was able to wage war with a force of over 300 soldiers is a sign that his entire entourage must have been in the thousands, as the Rambam (Avodah Zara 1:3) states. Based on all of these indications, we see that when the people of Chet refer to Avraham as a “prince of G-d” in our midst, it was not simply flattery, but a reflection of Avraham’s local and even international status.

Let us pray that we will merit having leaders who can act as the princes of our past, the righteous patriarchs and matriarchs, did.

P’ninat Mishpat - Can the Members of a Political Party Be Selected to the Party Conference Without Elections (based on Piskei Din Rabbani’im, vol. VII, pp. 324-331)

Case: Political party “X” is governed by a ve’ida (party conference) that is convened periodically. The ve’ida ratifies the party’s chukka (constitution), to which all party members are bound. The party also has a merkaz (a smaller group of representatives) with defined authority and is run on a daily basis by an even smaller group, known as the va’ad hapo’el (the directorate). Under the previous chukka, members of the directorate were automatically made members of the ve’ida. The new chukka states that members of the ve’ida are elected by the party’s members and that the merkaz sets the process of the election and supervises it. The merkaz decided that the directorate should still not require election to the ve’ida, explaining that this helps ensure continuity in the party’s operations. Other party members disagree, stating that the merkaz does not have the authority to appoint representatives to the ve’ida, but only to supervise the elections.

Ruling: The written chukka of any group that is organized to work for their interests is binding on all, if it was written and ratified properly. No one has questioned the chukka’s validity in this case. Therefore, past practice and a practice’s value for the party are irrelevant if they are excluded from the new chukka, unless they help us interpret the chukka’s meaning. The Rashba was mentioned in the chukka of a city’s Jewish community as the arbiter in conflicts regarding the rules of the self-government. He writes (Shut IV, 308) that although he had opinions about the proper way to handle issues, his job was only to decide how to interpret and apply the chukka’s written word.

The chukka does not explicitly rule out that the merkaz can appoint members of the directorate to the ve’ida. However, by spelling out a mechanism for the choice of members (election) and leaving out appointment by the merkaz, the plain language is equivalent to explicitly negating the latter possibility. One cannot claim that it was unnecessary to mention this special ability to appoint members of the directorate because of the old custom. After all, customs are not binding in this type of matter, as new chukkot supercede them. The merkaz itself seemed to recognize this fact and, therefore, they felt a need to vote on whether the practice should continue. 

The merkaz was given the authority in this regard only to supervise the elections and set its rules and not to obviate the elections at its will. They cannot make a new rule not found in the chukka based on an old practice. We will also point out that it is likely that the merkaz’s vote was flawed. This is because a significant percentage of its members are members of the directorate and they thus are directly interested parties in the vote’s outcome.



	Moreshet Shaul 

(from the works of Hagaon Harav Shaul Yisraeli zt”l)

Words of Memorial for Harav A. Y. Kook- 5720 (’60)- part II (from Dabar Lador, pp. 40-43)

[We saw last time that a Torah scholar’s unique personality makes him a partner in the form that the Oral Law takes. This week we will take a look at how Rav Yisraeli viewed Rav Kook’s teachings as an extension of his personality.]

What makes Rav Kook’s teachings both novel and classic? The answer is hinted in the names of his philosophical works, which all contain the word orot (the lights of). What is the nature of light? Light, [in its major function in our lives] does nothing new but allows us to view that which exists but would have gone unnoticed. This is in line with Rav Kook’s explanation of the apparent contradiction between two statements of Chazal regarding R. Eliezer. R. Eliezer said that he never said anything that he did not hear from his teachers. Yet, he was described as saying things that ears never heard. The solution is that he said things that had been spoken but not previously received fully.

From where did Rav Kook get the power to reveal things that otherwise would have gone undiscovered? The answer is found in Tehillim: “Light is planted for the righteous” (97:11). If one views a field that was recently sown he will see only the ground. When the untrained eye sees personalities and events, it sees only the surface. A rigtheous person sees the “seeds of light” that are planted but have not grown enough to be noticed by others. Bilam described Hashem as “He did not look at iniquity in Yaakov” (Bamidbar 23:21). What is the wisdom in ignoring things? The Jewish soul’s root always exists, as mankind was created in “Hashem’s form” and was breathed into by “His breath.” Even if the spark is covered, it still channels and influences matters. It is like the seed that appears to have rotted and become incorporated in the ground, but in truth has burrowed itself into the ground for a purpose. It takes nourishment from the ground, which it needs in order to grow much larger and more complex than it began.

Rav Kook’s activities can be described as uncovering the sown light for the individual and the entire nation. He was able to identify the nation’s holy steps even though others did not portray them as such. He demanded that the steps be reappraised, as the fact that they were improperly identified started them off the wrong way. He taught us to return to ourselves, to know ourselves, to know what we really want, and to know what we need to do to live complete lives.

Two fundamental ideas, nationalism and the improvement of the social structure, lead the last generation, and both apparently emerged from a source foreign to Judaism. It is no surprise that many of the faithful to Judaism rejected them. Rav Kook taught us to look beyond these ideas’ external source. We must remember that events that affect the world are, as a rule, connected in the Divine Plan to the Jewish people. The global wave of nationalism kindled the light of Jewish nationalism specifically because it was not openly related to Judaism. It was thus able to draw in people who would otherwise have been disinterested in our nation. Only after returning to Jewish awareness will those people recognize that the House of Israel is not just another ethnic group. Finally, they will be able to find the Torah’s inner beauty. The same can be said about social reforms. It is true that, externally, Israeli interest in socialism stemmed from Marxist teachings. Yet, there is value in rejecting the uncontrolled acceptance of a life centered on materialism, which is against the Prophets’ teachings.

The goal is to focus on what needs to be done after bringing members of the nation home to the Land and the Nation of Israel, with the help of external ideals. Torah scholars and classical Judaism must inculcate the nation with authentic Jewish values. Unfortunately, for a number of reasons, the road ahead on that front is long and hard. 


	
	Ask the Rabbi

Question: In our religious summer camp, some items were apparently stolen, and there were grounds to suspect a specific camper. We considered searching the camper’s belongings to try to catch him, return the stolen objects, prevent future thefts, and perhaps educate the offender. We decided not to do the search but could we have?

Answer: Psychological and educational issues need to be addressed in such a case by those who are familiar with the case’s dynamics. We will concentrate on the halachic principles.

Moving another’s possessions around while searching is not stealing, which is defined as taking something away from its owner, even temporarily (Rambam, Gezeila 1:3) or using it physically without permission (ibid. 3:15). Simply moving an object to another place where its owner maintains access is not stealing. However, going through another’s belongings compromises his right to privacy, a right that halacha defends. The gemara (first perek of Bava Batra) discusses in detail the concept of avoiding hezek re’iya (damage by seeing sensitive matters). Rabbeinu Gershom rendered a cherem (ban) against reading a friend’s letters without permission. According to many poskim, the prohibition to do so preceded the ban, which just strengthened the matter (see Encyclopedia Talmudit on Cherem Rabbeinu Gershom, 18). 

May one invade a thief’s privacy in order to catch him? As a rule, one may take the law into his own hands to legitimately protect his interests. One who recognizes his stolen object in the thief’s property may enter his property and take it forcibly, if opposed (Bava Kamma 27-28; Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat 4:1). (According to one opinion, he should not do so surreptitiously and thereby look like a thief.) Presumably, this allows suspending other of the thief’s “civil rights,” including his privacy. The Chikekei Lev (I, Yoreh Deah 49) leaves as an unsolved question whether beit din can allow one who suspects that a letter contains improperly damaging information about him to read it in order to know how to act. The prominent dayan, Rav Shlomo Daichovsky (Techumin, vol. XI, pp. 299-312) discussed the matter regarding listening devices. He says that the Chikekei Lev would agree that one who has strong grounds to expect being damaged can use such a device to protect his interests. He says that this is all the more so when one has the opportunity to prevent another from sinning. In our case, it is a sin to possess stolen goods or steal more, and the staff might have been able to help facilitate the youngster’s receiving counseling that he likely needs.

One problem is that barring definite knowledge of the suspect’s guilt, one could be acting improperly toward the innocent. However, we have precedent in this regard, as well. The gemara (Bava Metzia 24a) tells of Mar Zutra, who suspected a certain yeshiva student of stealing a silver goblet, because he showed disregard for someone else’s property. Mar Zutra physically pressured the student until he admitted to the crime. Panim Meirot (II, 155) brings some more recent rulings in this vane of physical steps based on strong suspicions. 

Another issue is that, classically, it is the one with the personal interest who may take steps to protect himself, whereas others should not (see Halacha Pesuka, Dayanim 4:16). However, this is apparently to prevent people who should not be involved from “sticking their nose in” without judicial authority. In our case, it is improper to allow an apparent victim to act based on his suspicions alone (see warning in Chafetz Chayim, Lashon Hara 7:14). The camp’s responsible staff members, who are mandated to supervise the campers’ welfare and conduct, are the proper people to be involved.

Thus, if the staff’s higher echelon, in consultation with its rabbi(s), were convinced that the suspicions justified a search, they could have halachically done so. (We would urge people to consult legal counsel regarding the legality of their actions and consider all relevant concerns.) 
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