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Shabbat Shalom 

The young woman sat across from me, her therapist at her side. I was invited to this session 
because the therapist thought I might be able to help this woman with a religious problem. She 
was raised in an Orthodox family but had not practiced Judaism for a while. I sat and listened as 
this young woman told me the story of her life. The difficult upbringing, the abuse and all of the 
tribulations she had faced.  
 
She went on to tell me that she visited rabbis who tried to advise her. They taught her Jewish 
Law and Torah but they never looked for the question behind her questions. The rabbis gave 
her Jewish answers to Jewish questions but they never answered the question in her soul. She 
was filled with guilt and pain. She didn’t need another rabbi to tell her how to be a better Jew. 
She needed something deeper.  
 
When she finished her tale, I looked her in the eye and said, “When they asked me to come 
here I did not know how I could be of help. After hearing your story I understand why God 
wanted me to be here in this room today. God needs me to tell you something that God has 
been trying to tell you for a long time. God wants me to tell you that God loves you. God has 
always loved you. Just as you are. You have been through a very difficult life and you thought 
that God was far away. God was not and God is not far away. God is with you and will always be 
with you. Even when you do things you are not proud of, God knows who you are and why you 
are doing it and God forgives you. God just wants you to be OK.  
 
By this time the young lady was crying, the therapist was crying and I was crying too. That was 
the question she had all through the years. Does God know I exist? Does God care? Why does it 
seem that God is so far away? Does God hate me? In that moment and in that space, I was the 
one with the answer she needed to hear and every day I thank God that God trusted me that 
morning to speak the words this woman so needed to hear. Later in the week the therapist 
called and told me that there had been a major breakthrough and the woman was now dealing 
in a more constructive way with all her issues.  
 
When we hear the phrase, “God Loves You” we think of evangelical Christians who spout this all 
the time. It is a vital part of Christian theology. We usually think of Judaism as a religion of law. 
We Jews are told how to live a life of faith and we are to follow the commandments. “What’s 
love got to do with it?” 
 
In our parsha, we have Jacob blessing his twelve sons from his deathbed. Jacob, who can trace 
many of the problems in his own life to the favoritism of his mother to Jacob over Esau, passes 
down that flaw to his own children. The blessing clearly shows which of the children he loves 
and which are scolded in his last words. Leah’s children, Reuven, Shimon and Levi receive no 
blessing from their father because of the sins they have committed in their lives. Jacob, at the 



end is unforgiving. Joseph, the firstborn of Rachel will be the Bachur - the family first born, he 
will get the double portion of the birthright to be split between his two sons. Some of the other 
sons will also be blessed, although some are kind of backhanded blessings. Issachar as a beast 
of burden and Dan as a snake may not be curses, but they are an awkward blessing. Judah’s 
blessing is rather straightforward in spite of the ugly moments of his life that Jacob does not 
choose to recall.  
 
You don’t have to be a psychotherapist to know that when there is a problem with the love 
between a parent and a child, it can lead to all kinds of psychological problems. Parents are 
supposed to love their children no matter what. Children should love their parents and honor 
them throughout their lives. That is how life is supposed to be.   
 
Unless, of course, it isn’t. We are all human. We have our own likes and dislikes. We get angry 
and when we are angry we do and say things that often we really don’t mean. Sometimes we 
are not very forgiving.  It isn’t easy being human. Some of us do a better job than others but no 
one is a perfect child and no one is a perfect parent. Sometimes we all can use a lesson in 
forgiveness. In spite of all our weaknesses, we try to keep our families together. The Torah does 
not hold back any punches when it teaches the lessons of what happens when families are 
dysfunctional. 
 
The haftara for today is different. It may use many of the same Hebrew phrases as the Torah 
reading but King David has a different idea in mind as he advises his son Solomon on being the 
King. On the one had we recoil at the realpolitik that makes up the transfer of power, but on 
the other hand, David is giving Solomon something quite valuable as David lays in his bed dying.  
 
David’s family was more dysfunctional than Jacob’s. Two sons had rebelled against their father, 
seeking to be king before their father was dead. One had molested his half-sister and then 
turned on her. One son forced David to flee Jerusalem and the palace. There was concern that 
Solomon and his mother, Batsheva, would be killed after David died so that someone else could 
become King. Palace intrigue is not often pretty. Still, David pauses with his son, to teach him 
the religious framework by which David governed the people. Follow God and God’s 
commandments. If you are faithful to God, then God will be faithful to you. If you keep God’s 
law then God will insure that our family will rule forever. David teaches his son the wisdom of 
governing the people through the commandments of Torah.  
 
Only then does David tell his son and successor to finish the few loose ends of David’s long 
reign. There are some people who have avoided the King’s wrath, and now, even from beyond 
the grave, David has to deal with these enemies lest, thinking they got away with “murder” 
they might also be a thorn and source of trouble for Solomon as well. David dies knowing that 
those needing to be honored will be honored and those needing to be punished will face 
punishment through Solomon. Thus Solomon will command the respect of the people and his 
rule will be firmly established.  
 



The question we are left with after reading today’s Torah and haftara portions is “What legacy 
are we leaving and learning from our families?” Can we apologize for our errors and teach our 
children the right way to live, sharing with them the hard learned lessons of our life? Can we as 
children forgive parents who don’t always make the best decisions and who we might think 
failed us so completely?  
 
I know of rabbis who wish that their parents would have taught them about what God and 
religion meant to them during their lives. I know children who wish their parents could have 
shared with them an ethical birthright, rules to live by, that made their parents’ lives 
meaningful and could have the same effect on the lives of the children.  
 
I know a story of a mother who outlived the money she had saved and whose children secretly 
put money in her account so she would not have to ask them for help. When she did die, the 
children found a “will” asking that any remaining money be donated to all of the mother’s 
beloved charities. But there was nothing left. The children supported her completely at the end. 
Still, the children sat down with the will and wrote a check to all the charities listed. They 
committed to help their mother complete the mitzvot of her life even from beyond the grave.  
 
There is no secret formula for being a good parent or a good child. We have to know when to 
give and when to forgive. We have to understand that there is a time to get and a time for 
forget. If we remember the times when we love, the rest of the times will not matter. In our 
Parsha, Joseph put family over revenge and sets the stage for the Exodus from Egypt. In the 
haftara, David shares his best advice and Solomon rules after him wisely. These remain, 
important lessons, even thousands of years after they were recorded in the Bible. These are the 
lessons of a God who loves us and wants us to find love in this world.  
 
May this year be a year of peace, health, prosperity and love as we say … Amen and Shabbat 
Shalom 


