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Yitro

1: Covenental Relationship
Parshat Yitro is special because this is when we read about the giving of Torah at Mt. Sinai, thus
at its core it is all about relationships.

2: Relationships with Non-Jews

18:17-24: t is worth noting that the parsha that introduces Torah to the emerging Jewish people,
defining the intricacies of what it means to be Jewish, is named for the Midian high priest
whose daughter is married to Moses. This represents a wonderful opportunity to celebrate the
underappreciated ways Judaism has been strengthened and improved by intimate relationships
with non-Jews.

3: In-Laws

18:1-24 We tend not to pay homage to the positive role “in-laws” play in helping to raise
healthy children. Indeed more often than not they are portrayed as bother-some and the butt of
jokes. The role of Yitro in the parsha offers a great opportunity to cast a bright light on the
importance of “in-laws”, especially non Jewish “in-laws”, in furthering Jewish life.

4: Conflict Resolution

18:17-26: By way of introducing a system for adjudicating disputes this parsha affirms what we
all know but don’t always like to admit, namely that conflicts are a natural part of relationships.
Healthy relationships include allowing space for disagreements and a willingness to seek out
guidance, when needed.

5: Categorizing Conflict

18:17-26: We learn from this parsha that not all conflicts are equal. Some conflicts, as Yitro
points out to Moses, in the language of the Torah are either minor or major. While it may be
hard to categorize disputes within a relationship as major or minor this parsha reminds us that
it worth trying to do so.

6: Key Pieces of a Relationship

Ex. 198:3-6: When the intent to establish a covenantal relationship is communicated to Moses,
we are reminded of three important elements of a relationship: history, fidelity in the present
and promise of future rewards. Every relationship, no matter how short lived, has a beginning
that promptly becomes part of its history; commitment to the agreement of reciprocity
(covenant) and what’s reasonable to expect out of the relationship.



7: The Art of Compromise

Ex. 19:20: Relationships require a willingness to compromise. This is reflected in this verse
when it says that “The LORD came down upon Mount Sinai, on the top of the mountain, and
the LORD called Moses to the top of the mountain and Moses went up.” God comes down and
Moses goes up exemplifies the idea compromise. This suggests that any healthy relationship
requires all parties to be willing to compromise.

8: Dynamics of Healthy Relationship

20:16-17: “You speak to us,” they said to Moses, “and we will obey; but let not God speak to us,
lest we die.” Moses answered the people, “Be not afraid...”. Both the Israelites and Moses
demonstrate two important dynamics of a healthy relationship within this exchange. When the
Israelites express their fears they are in effect role modeling the importance of being open and
honest with one’s feelings. When we suppress our fears and reservations it often leads to
increased tension, friction and conflict with our relationships. Secondly, and just as
importantly, Moses hears and acknowledge the fears and concerns of the Israelites. Often we
want to dismiss another’s fears as irrational. Here Moses hears the Israelites, offers comforting
words and does not pressure or chide them to get over their fears.

Additional Sparks on Yitro from previous years:
Spark 1: Delegation

Yitro stands up to Moses and tells him he cannot continue judging on his own because it

is not good for Moses and it is not good for the people.

¢ How do we advocate for our needs while also considering the needs of others?

Spark 2: Covenantal Relationships

The Israelites and God enter into a covenant at Sinai. We are considered to be part of

those standing there then.

e What are the elements required to create and sustain covenantal relationships?

e Why are relationships so sacred?



Spark 3: Do’s and Don’ts
Half of the Ten Commandments are framed in positive, half are “thou shall not.”

e What is the difference between talking to others in the positive and the negative?

e How can we shift our perspective and our language to make ourselves heard?

Spark 4: Honor your Father and Mother
Not all parental relationships feel as though they deserve honor.

¢ How do we wrestle with obeying this commandment even if it is difficult in

plenty of situations?



Mishpatim (Shabbat Shekalim)

Let’s start by being very frank, this is a particularly challenging Torah portion for specific
inspirational and insightful teachings about healthy, loving relationships. It begins with laying
out laws pertaining to slave ownership. As discomforting as these rules are for contemporary
readers, the parsha becomes even more challenging with the addition of further instruction
regarding the wife and children of a slave. Then the parsha delves into a host of other
fascinating important and legalistic situations pertaining to personal injuries, lost or stolen
properties, compensation and more. However, as Ben Bag Bag taught in Perkei Avot, “Turn the
Torah over and over for everything is in it”. Therefore, what is needed is a thorough turning
over and over parshat Mishpatim for surely there must be wisdom there for us.

1: What does it take for relationships to survive?

21: 3 “If he came single, he shall leave single; if he had a wife, his wife shall leave with him.”
The kind of slavery the Torah is referring to is really indentured servitude that a person entered
into because of dire financial difficulties. In other words, he fell on a hard times. Reading into
this verse it suggests that a relationship based on love, respect and friendship can survive a
down turn in fortune and may be even essential for pulling through the hard times.

2: Source and Cost of Loving Relationships

21: 4-5 If his master gave him a wife, and she has borne him children, the wife and her children
shall belong to the master, and he shall leave alone. But if the slave declares, “I love my master,
and my wife and children: I do not wish to go free,”

Two lessons are embedded in these verses. First, If his master gave him a wife.... “I love my master,
and my wife and children: I do not wish to go free,” suggests the possibility for loving relationships
to grow out of improbable situations. Secondly, sometimes healthy loving relationships
require us to give up something else of great value. Building and sustaining healthy loving
relationships often involve compromise and the willingness to limit certain kinds of freedoms.

3: Sustaining and Deepening Relationships

Much of the rest of the parsha deals with personal injuries, lost or stolen properties, land owner
responsibilities and appropriate compensations. Although these verses are not presented in the
language or imagery of intimate personal relationships they nevertheless are still very
applicable to healthy relationships. Each legal situation describes a situation where rights,
responsibilities and consequences within an interpersonal relationship are tested. In general the
parsha describes situations where one person is hurt because of the action or failure to act of
another. By extracting the essence of each situation and applying them to more intimate
relationships there is much wisdom here for cultivating and sustaining loving relationships.



Here are two examples:

21: 33 - 34 When a man opens a pit, or digs a pit and does not cover it, and an ox or an ass falls into
it...the one responsible for the pit must make restitution;

From this we can extrapolate that one is not only accountable if they create a physically hurtful
or dangerous situation but also if they create an emotionally hurtful one. This can be
understood to mean that people in relationship have a responsibility toward one another to
avoid creating or exposing each other to emotionally (and physically) dangerous situations.

22:5 When a fire is started and spreads to thorns, so that stacked, standing, or growing grain is
consumed, he who started the fire must make restitution.

Read fire in this verse as a metaphor for inappropriately expressed anger. When anger is ignited
in a relationship it can easily grow to become hurtful. This verse teaches us that the one who
expresses anger in this way, in an otherwise healthy relationship, regardless of what it was that
led to the outburst of anger, needs to take ownership of the damage caused and “make
restitution”. In other words, they need to apologize and endeavor to repair the damage their
anger caused.

4: Timeliness

This parsha is striking because of how it unfolds along a very nonlinear timeline. Much of the
portion as already mentioned refers to laws and rules God gave Moshe. And yet it is not until
the end of the parsha 24:12 - 18 that Moshe ascends Mt. Sinai to receive the teachings laid
previously. Healthy relationships, like the Torah, evolve and unfold along different timelines
for all involved.



Additional Sparks on Mishpatim from previous years:

Spark 1: Meaningful experiences
By describing so many different kinds of social interactions, both positive and negative,
Mishpatim reminds us that we never lack for meaningful experiences with the people

who populate our world.

Spark 2: Sharing

Almost hidden away among all the rules and instructions is a dynamic that is essential to
all healthy relationships. In a word, it is sharing. The Torah tells us that “Moses went and
repeated to the people all the commands of the Lord and all the rules”, to which the
Israelites responded, "All the things that the Lord has commanded we will do!” Moses

demonstrates an important quality in a healthy relationship: he shares knowledge.

Spark 3: Gratitude

Showing gratitude to God is men's work, according to Exodus 23:17: Three times a year all
your males shall appear before God. Who in our Jewish community does the formal praising
and showing of gratitude (both to God and to human beings)? Does it divide along gender
lines? If so, is this a healthy division? Does a healthy relationship need a certain amount of
ongoing mutual praise and expression of gratitude, or do gender differences stand in the
way? Is honesty, instead of praise, good enough? If gratitude and praise are essential to

spiritual health, shouldn’t they also be essential to our intimate relationships as well?



Terumah

1: Giving Gifts

Everyone whose “heart is moved” can bring gifts. In addition to financial differences, people
also speak different “languages of love.” Some express love by giving gifts. Some express love
by unexpected acts of loving kindness. Building and Maintaining a strong, healthy relationship
requires understanding of what gifts someone gives and how they give.

2: Expectations

By articulating specific instructions, God names the expectations God has for the Tabernacle.
Healthy relationships require an understanding of expectations. It is easier to understand
expectations when we name them.

3: The Art of Sacred Building

This entire parasha is instructions about building the Tabernacle. From measurements to
materials to construction details, just about everything is covered. There is intention and
thought accompanying each step. When we seek to build relationships, we too must put
thought and intention into how we create, laying foundations of respect, trust, and
communication.

Additional Sparks on Terumah from previous years:

Spark 1: Home as sanctuary

In this week’s Torah portion God says, “Let them build me a sanctuary that I might dwell
among them.” (Ex. 25:8). In a famous Hasidic saying, the Kotzker Rebbe was once asked,
“Where does God dwell?” To which he replied, “Wherever you let God in.” Jewish
tradition considered every home to be the center of our spiritual lives and referred to our
homes as a mikdash me’at, a ‘small sanctuary.” Just as the biblical mikdash was the
sanctuary where God’s presence dwelled, so our homes are to be the sacred center of our

spiritual lives where loving relationships allow holiness to be present in our lives.



Spark 2: Home as sanctuary

Among the curiosities is Exodus 25:9, in which the Torah says God instructed Moses:
"According to all that I will show you, the pattern of the Mishkan and all its appurtenances,
just so shall you make it." Rabbi J.H. Hertz, in his ubiquitous Torah commentary, explains
thus: "Moses was given detailed instructions in his Vision. He was shown a model, as it

were, of the construction, from which he was not to deviate.”

Why does the Torah tell us that Moses needed a vision when he already had the
description of what he was supposed to create? Tradition suggests that while the
fundamentals were clear, there was some ambiguity about the details. Rather than leave it
to Moses to interpret God’s intention, the vision shown to him was presumably meant to

clarify and thus model what the sanctuary was supposed to be.

When we apply the metaphor of sanctuary to our homes, and to the relationships within
them, the insight of this teaching can be helpful. We may be able to understand the
fundamentals of what makes both homes and relationships secure, stable and safe: respect,
kindness, compassion, integrity, loyalty, and reliability are among them. But the details are
not always as clear. How do we navigate differences and disagreements? How do we share
decision-making? What do we do with disappointment? Put differently, when things are
difficult, how do we maintain the principles that can sustain our homes as places of
sanctuary? How do we manage anger and sadness? How do we protect our relationships

and the people with whom we are in relationship?

This is where the metaphor of vision becomes vital. Parents can model for children the ways
in which loving partners manage the details. Parents can model how the cultivation of
gratitude can be a refuge in moments of disagreement. Parents can model how the principle
of shalom bayit, “the peace of the home” can actually be sustained, not by the use of power to
repress disagreement or by the use of anger to control another person, but by casting
difficulties as opportunities to cooperate and collaborate. The root of the word mishkan is “to
dwell.” When our homes are models of what a sanctuary can be, then the presence of God

also dwells within.



Spark 3: Facing each other

In our Torah portion today, we read about the construction of the Aron Ha'eidut, most
commonly called the Ark of the Covenant. The Torah tells us that two sculpted images of
cherubim rest upon the cover of the ark, placed on either end of the ark, facing one another,
with wings reaching heavenward. Most curious is that God’s voice will spring forth from
between these two winged figures: “There I will meet with you, and I will impart to you—
from above the cover, from between the two cherubim that are on top of the Ark of the Pact....”
(Exodus 25: 22). Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsh points out in his commentary that the cherubim
represent Israel’s greatest potential. With this in mind, it is important to recognize what
appears to be the smallest detail: that the faces of the cherubim are turned toward each other;

they encounter one another and they are in relationship.

We cannot reach our heights alone. We can only do so with others. But not all relationships lift
us up to be like cherubim, only the ones where we turn toward each other in mutuality. Hirsch
clarifies that if, like the cherubim, our faces are turned toward one another “in peace, in respect,

in concern, if we support one another, if we answer for one another, if we can rely on one

emother,”1 then we will be like two cherubim soaring toward heaven. In fact, we might even

find God emanating from between that interaction.



Tetzavh (Shabbat Zachor)

1: Lighting the Light Continually vs. Regularly

We read the instructions of the ner tamid (27:20). Rashi says this phrase means the lamp was
kindled once per night and uses “regularly.” Rabbinic tradition emphasizes the continuity of
the light. What is the difference? Something done regularly takes action each and every time.
You must return to the task at regular intervals. Something continual might proceed without
attention; it is more assumed. What happens if we think of the ner tamid as our relationships?

What does it look like to regularly tend to them or to continually tend to them?

2: Priestly Garb
The instructions for the priestly vestments are given in this parasha (28:1ff). What do our
clothes signify about our status? How do we understand our relationship status and our status

within the many relationships we have? How do external factors influence our relationships?

3: Shabbat Zachor

On the Shabbat before Purim, we read the passage about Amalek. We are reminded of the
nastiness that is Amalek and how every generation has an Amalek (eg Haman). We are taught
to remember what Amalek did to the Israelites and to blot out his name. We are told to both
remember and forget. What is the value of doing both within a relationships? How do we learn

to let go but also move forward?

Additional Sparks on Tetzaveh from previous years:

Spark 1. Keep the flame burning

The Ner Tamid has become an eternal light in our synagogues as a reminder of the eternal
flame lit in the Tabernacle. It reminds us that it’s important not to take our good
relationships for granted and to keep the flame alive by tending to them. If you want to be a
NER, bringing light to those around you, think about the word NeR - the Nun stands for
Neshamah (soul) and the Resh for Ruach- spirit. Together, the soul and the spirit combine to

make light, a light for others and for your own life.

Take a moment to think about who is a NeR in your life and how you can more of a NeR to
others. Let our flames be full of light and love, our relationships tended with care and

respect.



Spark 2. Shalom and shlemut — peace and wholeness

Parashat Tetzaveh contains the instructions for the garbing of Aaron as the first Kohen Gadol
(high priest) of the ancient Israelite system of worship. While the degree of detail that the
Torah lavishes on these ritual prescriptions may seem somewhat excessive, within these
details we can find a valuable message. Given the high authority, honor, and responsibility
of the priesthood, it must have been tempting for Aaron and his sons to assume that their
elevation was a tribute to them. But the Torah goes to great lengths to remind Aaron that his

consecration is one of service rather than self-serving.

Relationships often carry a set of presumptions about honor, power and prestige by virtue of
how people are positioned within those relationships. For example, there was a time (not so
long ago, and still the case in many places) when it was the common assumption that women
would defer to men. It often remains the case, irrespective of gender, that there is an

assumption that the one with the highest income controls decision-making.

As in ancient days with Aaron and the Kohanim, the temptation is strong to take a position of
power as a prerogative rather than a responsibility. But the intention of the Torah was that
those who have the opportunity to act on behalf of others always need to have the interests
and concerns of those others as their own as well. This may be why the well-know “priestly
blessing” associated with Aaron (Numbers 6:22-27) concludes with a blessing for peace. Peace
is a state of relationship between people, not a status that inheres in one person. The Hebrew

word translated as “peace,” shalom, also yields the Hebrew word shlemut, or “wholeness.”

Peace between partners in a relationship need not mean an absence of disagreement, or a
diminishment of individual feelings. Shlemut or wholeness can mean instead the way in
which caring partners manage disagreements, difficult emotions, and complicated decision-
making. Seen from this perspective, whatever power differentials may exists in
relationships, we are challenged to see them as opportunities to exercise responsibility in

service of another, not as pretexts for asserting the primacy of a prerogative.



