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The Torah reading of Beshalach (Ex. 
13:17), begins with the word Beshalach 
which means “he sent.” The Torah tells 
us that Pharaoh sent the Israelites out 
of Egypt to become a free nation, after 
they had been subjected to the most 
brutal and degrading enslavement in 
his land for over two centuries. 

Pharaoh’s sending of the Jews was 
a complete reversal of his attitude and 
was one of the great triumphs of the 
Exodus. Pharaoh had resisted all at-
tempts to be persuaded to let the Jews 
leave Egypt, and even the many plagues 
had not induced him to move from his 
hardline position. Now, he not only 
was permitting them to go, but he was 
actually actively encouraging them 
to leave by sending them out of his 
country. Until now, Pharaoh had been 
the biggest obstacle standing between 
the Jews and their receiving the Torah 
and becoming a nation dedicated and 
committed to G-d. Now, that obstacle 
had become the motivating force for 
them to leave the land of spiritual and 
moral decay and to enter the world of 
moral and spiritual perfection. With Be-
shalach, Pharaoh brought them closer 
to the day and hour when they would 
stand at the foot of Mt. Sinai ready to 
hear the voice of G-d. 

This same idea is expressed further 
in the Sedra, when, before the miracle 
of the parting of the Red Sea, it is 
written, “And Pharaoh drew near, and 
the children of Israel looked up (and 
they saw Pharaoh) and they prayed to 
G-d” (Ex. 14:10). The commentators 
point out that the Hebrew word hikriv 
(translated as “drew near”) is a causative 
verb, telling us that he caused others to 
draw near. They explain this to mean 
that Pharaoh, by pursuing the Israelites 
and frightening them, caused them to 
come closer to G-d, for they turned to 
Him with prayers and supplications. 
They express this idea with the words, 
“He (Pharaoh) drew the hearts of the 
Jews closer to their father in Heaven.” 

When the Jews saw Pharaoh pursuing 
them they realized that only G-d could 
help them, and so it was that Pharaoh 
became the instrument to assist the 
Jews in strengthening and intensifying 
their commitment and devotion to G-d. 

This teaching is of great importance 
to us and has a practical application in 
our daily life. Very often we are con-
fronted with a situation which appears 
as an obstacle and threatens to hinder 
our fulfillment of Torah and Mitzvot. 
The strategy to use is to transform the 
liability into an asset. If, for instance, 
we are praying and a distracting thought 
creeps into the mind, making it difficult 
to concentrate, we should then inten-
sify our efforts and pray with an extra 
measure of devotion, so the hindrance 
actually becomes the assistance to help 
us attain a level of Divine worship 
which we would otherwise never have 
been able to reach. Or also, if someone 
tries to discourage us from obedience 
to G-d’s will, we should remember 
that “Pharaoh sent forth” and “Pharaoh 
drew near.” This obstacle in the form 
of a person (even a close friend) must 
become the vehicle to help us reach 
greater and loftier heights to and bring 
us closer to Mt. Sinai that we should 
hear G-d’s voice in everything we do. 

Beshalach teaches us to conquer our 
enemies by making them our friends, 
and we should turn around the negative 
aspects of life into positive forces to 
help us bring ourselves and the world 
to total fulfillment. 
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From negative to positive

James Loeffler, Berkowitz Pro-
fessor of Jewish History at the 
University of Virginia, will give a 
talk called “Double Amnesia: Zion-
ism and Human Rights in 1948 and 
Today” at 7:30 p.m. Thursday, Feb. 
27 at Beth Jacob Congregation, 1179 
Victoria Curve, Mendota Heights.

“2018 marked the 70th anniver-
sary of two momentous events in 
20th-century history: the birth of the 

state of Israel and the creation of the 
UN Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. Both remain tied together 
in the ongoing debates about the 
Israel-Palestinian conflict, global 
anti-Semitism and U.S. foreign 
policy,” says a press release from the 
University of Minnesota’s Center for 
Jewish Studies, which is sponsoring 
the talk. “Yet the surprising con-
nections between Zionism and the 

origins of international human rights 
remain completely unknown today.”

Loeffler is the author of Rooted 
Cosmopolitans: Jews and Human 
Rights in the Twentieth Century. 
He is currently writing a new book 
titled Blind Justice: The Jewish 
Legal Battle against Antisemitism 
in Modern America. The talk is free 
and open to the public.

Meyer Weinshel, a Ph.D. candidate 
and language instructor at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota, is offering a com-
munity Yiddish class starting Feb. 18.

The 10-week course is an acceler-
ated introduction to Yiddish language 
and culture, designed for those with 
little to no Yiddish experience, except 

that the ability to read and write letters 
in Yiddish or Hebrew (in both print 
and cursive) is required. 

The course will consist of weekly 
two-hour classes on the U of M East 
Bank campus, on Tuesdays, from Feb. 
18 to May 5 (no classes on March 13 
and April 7). Classes start at 6:30 p.m.

The course costs $220, including the 
$20 textbook. Financial assistance is 
available. No one will be turned away 
if they can’t pay. Jewish Community 
Action is co-sponsoring the course.

Seating is limited. To register, email 
weins096@umn.edu.
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Jewish Family and Children’s 
Service of Minneapolis (JFCS) has of-
ficially launched Jewish Community 
Addiction Services. This program 
was developed in direct response 
to feedback from Jewish commu-
nity members interested in expanding 
JFCS’ capacity to support people in the 
Jewish community who are affected 
by alcohol and other drug addiction. 

Jewish Community Addiction Ser-
vices seeks to promote recovery and 
reduce stigma for individuals affected 
by substance use disorder and their 
families by providing knowledgeable, 
confidential, and culturally-sensitive 
supports and services.

JFCS is now recruiting for Addic-
tion Services’ peer support programs. 
The program will offer one-to-one 
peer support to both individuals in 
recovery and their families. Peer 

recovery coaching focuses on access-
ing resources to achieve and maintain 
recovery, while family support focuses 
on social support for Jewish commu-
nity members with a loved one who 
is managing addiction and recovery. 

Peer recovery coaching is associ-
ated with a host of positive outcomes, 
including increased treatment reten-
tion; greater housing stability; de-
creased criminal justice involvement; 
reduced rates of hospitalization and 
emergency service utilization; reduced 
relapse rates; and reduced substance 
use. For family members, support from 
peers with similar experiences helps 
to reduce internalized blame, decrease 
family isolation, promote self-care, 
and increase sense of self-efficacy.

In addition to direct service work, 
Jewish Community Addiction Ser-
vices offers educational opportunities 

for both professionals and community 
members to increase understanding 
around the disease of addiction and 
promote recovery. JFCS looks forward 
to the ongoing work of raising aware-
ness, combatting stigma, and provid-
ing assistance to individuals impacted 
by addictions in our community. 

For questions about Jewish Com-
munity Addiction Services or more 
information about becoming a peer 
support volunteer or receiving sup-
port from a volunteer, call 952-542-
4835, or email Becky Lyle Sulkin at: 
bsulkin@jfcsmpls.org.
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The Yiddish Vinkl opens their 
spring season with Fiddler on the 
Roof – A Fidler Afn Dakh, a freylach 
(lively) program in Yiddish and Eng-
lish, 10 a.m. Sunday, March 8 at the 
Sabes JCC.

The community is invited to come 
and laugh and sing in the Shtetl 
Anatevka with the beloved characters: 
Tevye, Golde, Yente, Lazer Wolfe, 
Frumeh Sureh, Bobeh and others. 

Undzer mittgleider (our perform-
ers) are Neal Gosman, Ralph Levitt, 
Dorothy Marden, Dianne Silverman 
and Ralph Wittcoff.

Light refreshments will follow the 
program. Admission is free to paid up 
members, $5 for guests.

For information, go to: minneap-
olisyiddishvinkl.com, or call Dorothy 
Marden, 612-339-1768, or Annalee 
Odessky, 952-544-5423.
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Courtesy of USCJ
ADATH GETS AWARD — The United Synagogue of Conservative 
Judaism (USCJ) gave Adath Jeshurun Congregation a 2019 Solomon 
Schechter Award, which recognizes “initiatives that shape the au-
thentic and dynamic experience of Conservative Judaism.” A photo 
provided by USCJ shows Adath Rabbi Harold Kravitz (second from 
left) holding the award at the 20/20 Judaism convention in Boston on 
Dec. 9. Adath won for its Pirkei Avot program, which USCJ described 
as follows: “On Erev Shavuot, the community studied the entire book 
of Pirkei Avot in one evening. Across six locations covering four 
cities, including the synagogue, three homes, a yoga studio, and a 
senior living complex, over 120 participants ages 25-85 engaged in 
rich, meaningful and thoughtful discussions. Volunteers and clergy 
hosted and taught at each location, which were hosted by and/or 
marketed to specific demographics: 20s-30s, 50s-60s, and seniors. 
Each of the six locations studied a separate chapter of Pirkei Avot, 
contributing to the whole effort, and the learning format varied.”


