
Chesed is often defined as “acts of loving kindness.” As winter turns to spring 
and we emerge into the sunshine from our many bundled layers, we are 
reminded that there are many opportunities for chesed in our community. 
The Beth El Blood Drive is an important example. 14 million units of red cells 
are transfused every year in the United States and 38% of Americans are 
eligible to donate blood. Yet only 7% participate. Dana and Amy Shapiro are 
committed to growing that number. Join them on April 28 for the next Beth El 
Blood Drive.
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By Rabbi Alexander Davis

I Learned in Kindergarten

My office shares a wall with an Aleph Preschool classroom. It must be a thin 
wall because I can plainly hear the voices of the children and teachers next 
door. I hear them singing and playing and praying. Luckily, since these are 
the pre-K children, I rarely hear them crying. But there is one thing I hear over 
and over. I hear the teachers say, “Use your words, please. Use your words.”

Little children need daily reminders to “use their words.” Rather than hit 
another child, we tell them to use their words. Rather than grab and take, they 
tell them to use their words to say, “Please may I have.” Rather than running 
away in sadness or anger, we encourage our children to use their words to 
explain what is wrong. With love and wisdom, our Aleph School teachers 

instill this lesson in our children. But it’s a lesson people of all ages constantly need to learn. That’s why 
I don’t mind the thin office wall. I too need the reminder.

The founder of chasidism, the Baal Shem Tov (18th C., Eastern Europe), taught that each of us is born 
with a fixed number of words to speak over the course of our lifetimes. When we have spoken the 
last of these words, we die. Since we don’t know how many words we have allotted, we should be 
judicious with what we say and how we say it. 

Imagine living with that consciousness! Imagine if there was a Fitbit that counted our words each 
day and provided a summary each evening of the words we spoke, words of kindness, anger, 
encouragement, gossip, profanity, holiness. That’s would get our souls and our society in shape.

So often we talk just to talk. We say things for the sake of saying things. Rabbi Rami Shapiro, a previous 
Beth El scholar-in-resident, cautions us to slow down our normal pace of communication and strive 
to speak with mindfulness. He tells the story of a friend who was honored with an award. He was so 
happy for his friend that he shared the news with others who knew the award winner. They too were 
excited. But within minutes of mentioning the award, someone reminded the group of a time when this 
person was less than helpful, less than kind. 

There was nothing wrong with sharing the good news. Unfortunately, Shapiro admits, he was slow 
in catching the conversation before it turned and the gossip began. “Does this mean you can never 
talk about people,” he asks in The Sacred Art of Lovingkindness. “No. It means that you can never 
talk about people without being very careful about what you say and how you say it.” Thus, Shapiro 
advises we ask ourselves three questions before speaking: 1) Is it true? 2) It is kind? 3) Is it necessary?

With Pesach approaching, this lesson is particularly relevant. On Pesach, we sit around our yontif table 
with family and friends. We talk and tell stories. That is as it should be. Afterall, the name Pesach is said 
to be an abbreviation for “peh sach, the conversant mouth.” At the same time, Pesach calls upon us to 
free ourselves of Pharaoh whose name is short for “peh-ra, evil mouth.” 

On the holiday and throughout the year, let us practice what we learned in kindergarten- to use our 
words carefully. With kindness on our tongues, may we thus taste the beginning of redemption.

EVERYTHING I NEEDED TO KNOW

2 CLERGY REFLECTIONS
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By Rabbi Avi S. Olitzky

What Does Chesed Really Mean?

Those familiar with the notion that there are 613 mitzvot often can 
break it down, at least conceptually, to 248 positive (“Thou Shalt”) 
commandments and 365 negative (“Thou Shalt Not”) commandments. 
Rabbinic tradition usually compares the negative commandments to 
the days of the week and the positive commandments to the parts of 
the body. However, there is another 248 that is not readily apparent: 
the word chesed appears in the Tanakh 248 times.

Since we usually translate the word chesed as kindness, this would be 
poetically charming, suggesting that each performance of a positive 
mitzvah should be done with kindness at its core. However, the only 

reason we translate chesed  as kindness (and mercy and similar words) is because 400 years 
ago, that’s how the King James Version of the Bible translated the word (based on the earlier 
Coverdale Bible).

That is not to say that kindness is explicitly incorrect. However, there may be a better translation 
for this word.

For example, Mishnah Berakhot 5:1 teaches: 

The original pious ones used to wait one hour and then pray, in order to direct their hearts 
towards the Omnipresent.

This translation suggests that chesed (as in chasidim) means pious ones, not kind ones. 

And the etymology of the word suggests just the same—that is, chesed is more about 
eagerness and heavy desire.

This also informs our understanding of gemilut chasadim, which we usually translate as acts 
of lovingkindness. In fact, Rabbi Simlai (Babylonian Talmud Sotah 14a) teaches that the Torah 
begins and ends with gemilut chasadim. At its beginning, God makes clothing for Adam and 
Eve and at its end God buried Moses. Instead of focusing on the kindness of God’s actions, 
we should focus on the zealotry and quickness to which God attends humanity and those who 
serve God. Positive fulfillment with intention and fervor.

We understand that God is Omniscient—all-knowing, supreme in awareness. But we are 
not so all-knowing. Reframing the notion that the 248 positive mitzvot are supposed to be 
performed as an act of chesed, we can suggest that God doesn’t want us only to be kind. God 
wants us to be aware. God wants us to be eager. God wants us to be passionate. God wants 
us to be informed.

The definition of chesed, therefore, is to be informed about the needs of the community and 
eagerly seek to address them. 

CLERGY REFLECTIONS
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When we think of the middah of chesed (the character trait of kindness), we usually think of all the 
nice things that we do for others or that others do for us: visiting someone in the hospital, cooking 
for a shiva house, inviting guests and strangers to our home, volunteering to help feed those with 
food insecurity and more. Rabbi Hama (3rd century, Ancient Israel) taught that God created the world 
through chesed and it is our job to sustain the world, emulate God, by keeping a constant flow of 
chesed – one good, kind act at a time. Maimonides teaches that chesed done with the self is what truly 
sustains society (Mishneh Torah, Laws of Mourning 14:1). Giving money (tzedakah) to worthy causes 
is of course important and necessary, however, the performance of acts of kindness to individuals is 
what keeps us in contact with others. No matter how small the act – even greeting every person with a 
pleasant face (Shamai, Pirkei Avot 1:15) – is considered an act of chesed and contributes to the building, 
creating and repairing of the world.

There is, however, such a thing as “unbalanced chesed.” These are acts that someone considers to be 
chesed but instead does not respect the needs of the recipient, leaves the giver burnt out and depleted 
of energy, and therefore is not in anyone’s best interest. The giver needs to really “see” the needs of the 
other, as it is written, “God paid close attention to them and did not hide God’s eyes” (Exodus 2:25). We 
might think we’re doing the right thing, but perhaps it not so. Our ego might be involved unknowingly. 
We might be doing for others when we really need to be setting boundaries in order to extend kindness 
to ourselves. And sometimes, as hard as it might be, the best chesed is doing nothing at all.

Rabbi David Jaffe, in his Tikkun Middot curriculum for the Institute of Jewish Spirituality writes: 

Often, we only see our own needs projected onto the other when we want to give. A well-
known example from international aid circles is the case of the well-meaning young man 
who wanted to help poor African children. He started a non-profit organization to collect and 
donate t-shirts. His assumption was that everyone in the U.S. has extra t-shirts and people in 
Africa lack clothes, so let’s donate our t-shirts. After a huge number of t-shirts were collected 
and shipped to Africa, the international aid community prevailed on him to stop because 
people did not need the shirts in the places he sent them. His free t-shirts also endangered 
the fragile local economy by undermining demand for locally produced clothing. This type 
of unbounded, harmful chesed can be prevented by…making the effort to truly see and hear 
what the other needs.

The saying, “No good deed goes unpunished,” is a reminder that as much as we might want to do 
good, we must stop and first consider: Is the act really needed? Do I really have the capacity to give? Is it 
the most effective use of my time and energy in offering help? Reviewing these questions helps ensure 
that the chesed I perform will truly help sustain the world.

By Cantor Audrey Abrams

Is it Chesed…or Not?

 

Based on the teachings of Rabbi David Jaffe in his Tikkun 
Middot Curriculum, for the Institute of Jewish Spirituality

Our congregants, Norma and Steve Kaplan are certainly building the world on kindness and love 
by giving of themselves in so many ways. Beth El cooks and serves a meal at Loaves and Fishes 
every other month with the other synagogues in Minneapolis. Norma and Steve have helped to 
finance Beth El’s portion of this project for more than several years. Norma volunteers two times 
a week at STEP. And Steve has been integrally involved at Nellie Stone Johnson School in North 
Minneapolis as part of the Sheridan Story project that feeds children at risk in public schools 
throughout the Twin Cities. And these are only some of the things in which they’ve been involved! 
One act at a time, Steve and Norma are helping to repair the world.
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The learning continued on the 
 “bus beit midrash” between cities.

At the Center for Civil and 
Human Rights, travelers 
experienced what it was 
like to sit at a segregated 

diner counter.

In Selma, Mrs. 
Joanne Lynn shared 
her story of fighting 
for civil rights and 

charged travelers with 
teaching the lessons 
of Selma to the next 

generation.

Civil Rights Journey
 In March, Rabbi Davis led a Civil Rights Journey to Georgia and Alabama 

to learn about our difficult history and work that remains to be done.

A powerful 
moment at 

the National 
Museum of 
Peace and 

Justice and 
Lynching 
Memorial. 

Touring Selma’s Mishkan Israel Synagogue.  
The temple currently has only 4 members.

Visiting the Rosa Parks Museum  
in Montgomery, AL.
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New Members

PLEASE WELCOME

Etta & Don Bernstein

Julia & Robert Dulin

Betty Sue & David Lipschultz

Randy Victor & Andy Steinfeldt

Julia & Robert Dulin
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PLEASE WELCOME Chesed is just one of the many Middot (Values) we teach our children and 
incorporate into our daily curriculum at Aleph Preschool. We know what 
chesed is—what it feels like, what actions we associate with it and why we 
are drawn to it. But putting the concept into specific words for young children 
can be difficult. Therefore, we give our children the tools they need, through 
activities such as role playing, art, mindfulness, movement, and personal 
reflection. We want children to notice how it feels to be a certain way, and 
how their feelings and actions affect themselves and others.

We encourage our children to be mindful, to be considerate to one another, to 
be patient, to say kind words, to help each other and they will gradually learn 
to manage their feelings and connect how their actions may impact someone 

else’s feelings. Children are given opportunities throughout the day to share with their friends during 
play, to include their friends in activities and to say kind words to one another.

In the classroom, we build on acts of kindness and make modifications for differing age groups. For 
example, when a classmate is home from school sick, the young toddlers will make a giant “get well 
soon” card for their friend. The older toddlers will make individual cards and the preschool age group 
will send a class video wishing their friend a refuah sheleimah (full recovery). The eldest group, Pre-K, 
will each call their friend at home, inquiring how they are feeling and sharing how much they are 
missed.

Throughout the year there are many opportunities on a larger scale for our children to share kindness 
with others including visiting residents at the Sholom Home, making “Get Well” cards for the clergy to 
take to the hospitals, creating colorful cards and pictures for the National Guard and donating fruits and 
vegetables from our community garden to the local food shelf, STEP. These are just a few examples 
of the numerous ways in which our children demonstrate their acts of kindness by giving back to the 
community.

As parents and educators, we are given this wonderful responsibility to help our children form 
meaningful relationships and to foster their interests and opportunities to practice acts of kindness. 
Kindness truly makes our world a better place.

We give our children the tools they need, through activities 
such as role playing, art, mindfulness, movement, and 

personal reflection. 

The Value of Teaching Middot
By Karen Burton, Director of Aleph Preschool

ALEPH PRESCHOOL
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I am constantly inspired by our community and by the people I work with at Beth El Synagogue, 
sometimes in the most unexpected ways. Once last year, I stopped into the Aleph Preschool office and 
saw Adrienne Berman, Aleph Preschool’s Early Childhood Professional Growth Specialist, working 
while her son Zachary amazingly kept himself busy while sitting on the office floor. Sitting next to him 
was a box labeled “What to do When You’re Bored”, and Adrienne explained to me that any time her 
children would say they were bored they would draw a piece of paper from this box and do whatever 
was on that piece of paper. I thought this was pure genius and decided to bring this idea home to my 
family. Together with my children, we created our very own version, which we called the “Bored Bag.”

Naturally, during the most recent polar vortex, when most of us were confined to our 
homes for 3 days, we revisited the “Bored Bag.” In addition to sorting our 
baseball cards and drawing more pictures, we were having conversations 
about how lucky we were to have warm clothes and a warm home. So, we 
decided to add some new material into our “Bored Bag.” We drew more 
inspiration from some of the great service projects that we participated 
in at Beth El Synagogue and also at the Family Service Fair at the 
Sabes JCC earlier this year. We remembered collecting socks for 
Loaves and Fishes, and making projects for the residents at the 
Sholom Home, assembling birthday bags for families experiencing 
economic insecurity, and packing bags for the homeless to keep in our 
car which contained socks, chapstick, a granola bar, and a personal 
note. These were all active and engaging ways for us to participate in 
gemilut hasadim, acts of loving-kindness, and now we were going to 
bring these ideas home.

Some of the new ideas that we added to our “Bored Bag” were:

•  Go through your closet and drawers and make a clothing donation bag of 
clothes that are too small

• Make a picture for Great Grandpa (who lives in Cleveland and is 103 years old!)

• Go through the pantry and collect any duplicate cans that can be donated to a food shelf.

Participating in these acts of kindness can be simple and meaningful but also truly important when 
teaching our children the importance of love, kindness, and giving. When you can participate in these 
acts together as a family, you show your children that these Jewish values can be for all ages. In 
addition to simply being a “time filler”, this “Bored Bag” created some truly meaningful experiences 
for me and my family. This really is a great idea for every family to have in their home, and I encourage 
you to create one that is personal to you and your family. Thank you again to Adrienne for sharing this 
brilliant idea with me! 

By Amanda Awend

Creating Moments 
from Boredom

Participating in  
these acts of kindness 

can be simple and 
meaningful but also 

truly important when 
teaching our children 

the importance of 
love, kindness,  

and giving.
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I have always firmly believed that 
“mitzvah goreret mitzvah,” one mitzvah 
leads to another. I am privileged to be 
a witness to this happening, over and 
over again.

Recently, our Mitzvah Corps participants 
visited Perspectives in St. Louis Park. 
Perspectives supports women and 
their children who are in crisis. They 
also have a Kids Café which provides 

healthy meals for children. This café is partially run by kids.

After learning about the work of Perspectives, our 8th grader 
Mitzvah Corps participants had the opportunity to interact with 
the resident children at Perspectives and then to volunteer in the 
Kids’ Café.

Following this visit, two of our 8th graders researched how they 
could volunteer at Perspectives on their own. “Mitzvah goreret 
mitzvah,” one mitzvah leads to another.

Here is another example: As part of a mitzvah project, one of our 
bat mitzvah students wrote cards to some of our elderly and ill 
congregants. In one case, a beautiful and ongoing relationship 
ensued.

The senior was so touched, she wrote a letter of appreciation 
back to the bat mitzvah student explaining what her outreach has 
meant to her: “Your first letter to me came as a surprise. I enjoyed 
it so much that I felt it needed a reply. Then we kept exchanging 
letters and you invited me to your Bat Mitzvah. Due to health 
reasons I had stopped going to Beth El last year.”

“Your mitzvah letter not only made me find a way to go back to 
Beth El on Shabbat, it also helped the woman who brought me 
there. You see, she had also not been to Beth El in over a year 
and she was able to be there on the very Yahrzeit of her father’s 
passing and say Kaddish for him.”

Performing mitzvot is amazing. They benefit the recipient(s) and 
interestingly enough, they often benefit the doer even more. 
“Mitzvah goreret mitzvah,” one mitzvah leads to another. You 
can count on it!

When considering the connection between kindness (chesed) 
and the study of Torah, the Talmud [BT, Sukkah 49b] suggests 
that teaching Torah to others is itself an act of chesed. This 
could be why our Sages required parents to teach Torah to their 
children – to perpetuate kindness in the world through the simple 
act of learning. It is also fascinating that the Talmud asserts that 
parents must also teach their children to swim. OK…Torah I 
understand, but to swim?? What is the connection between these 
two seemingly unrelated rabbinic requirements?  

You could say that both skills provide children with the means to 
succeed – swimming represents mastery over challenges within 
the physical world, while Torah represents the opportunities for 
personal growth within the spiritual world. 

It is remarkable that the Sages draw a direct relationship between 
Torah and water. The Midrash teaches us, “Words of Torah are 
like water. As water reaches from one end of the world to the 
other, so Torah reaches from one end of the world to the other. As 
water gives life to the world, so Torah gives life to the world…As 
water revives man’s spirit, so Torah revives man’s spirit…And, as 
with water, if one doesn’t know how to swim in it, he will end up 
by drowning; so with words of Torah: if one doesn’t know how to 
swim in them and teach them, they will drown in the end.”

At Talmud Torah, we are committed to providing our children 
with a wide variety of Jewish skills and experiences that will 
serve them well, so they can confidently “swim” in the sea 
of Jewish life, now and into the future. And yet, how do we 
approach being able to drink in all that the Torah has to offer? 
How do we transmit the ability for our children to benefit from 

the wellspring of knowledge and chesed that potentially pours 
out of our tradition? 

Rabbi Ismar Schorsch, the former Chancellor of the Jewish 
Theological Seminary in New York, advocated that education is 
the answer when he wrote the following: “The effects of Torah 
as the source of life for the Jewish people work only as long as 
people can read it. If its language becomes as impenetrable as 
hieroglyphics, it risks turning the synagogue into a museum and 
its teachers into intermediaries. Serious education and lifelong 
study are what transform inert letters into life-giving water. The 
greatest danger to Judaism has always been illiteracy, which is 
why our Talmudic sages insisted that “The world itself rests on 
the breath of children in school [BT, Shabbat 119b].”

Rabbi Schorsch makes a compelling argument in support of life-
long learning, beginning with planting the seeds of Torah within 
our children. Our job is to teach them to navigate the waters of 
Jewish tradition, to teach them to swim confidently, to give them 
the tools to be able to drink in enough to keep them hydrated, but 
not so much that they will drown in the process. What shall we 
give them to stay afloat? At Talmud Torah, our answer is Hebrew 
language, Israel, customs and practices, tefillah and texts, music, 
culture, history, and holidays…these are all parts of the essential 
life-raft of torat chesed, (the teaching of kindness) that we provide 
for our students! We are in the business of creating a place where 
Torah can flow in, and Jews can flow out. We infuse the essence 
of Torah and chesed into our next generation by fulfilling our 
communal and educational mission: providing our children and 
their families with the tools for living intentionally Jewish lives!

By Mary Baumgarten, Education Director

By Hazzan Jeremy Lipton, Head of School Talmud Torah of Minneapolis

Mitzvah Goreret Mitzvah  

One Mitzvah Leads to Another.

Torat Chesed – The Torah Of Kindness

EDUCATION
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This year at USY conventions, we began singing 
a new nigun - Olam Chesed Yibaneh (we must 
build a world of chesed). This beautiful song 
perfectly illustrates the connection of USY and 
chesed. We plan our programming with chesed 
as a central component. From our monthly 
Social Action and Tikkun Olam (repairing the 
world) evening programming to volunteer 
experiences with the Abraham Joshua Heschel 
Honor Society, chesed is infused throughout the 
USY experience.

In his curriculum about Judaism, Rabbi Jonathan 
Sacks notes that, “While tzedakah is giving with 
our material resources, chesed  is giving of 
ourselves, with our time and with our hearts.” 
Although monetary donations in the form of 
tzedakah are extremely valuable, as teenagers 
with limited resources, chesed opportunities are 
often much more personally impactful.

On a blistering cold afternoon, I left school 
and drove a few minutes down the road to 
the Sholom Home. Volunteering with my USY 
friends, we mingled with residents and helped 
serve drinks and pizza. For me, our monthly 
volunteering opportunities with the Heschel 
Society provide the chance to take a step back 
from the grind of daily life and appreciate all the 
good in the world. 

Often, I find myself getting caught up in the 
details. I focus on what is going wrong and on 

the trivial minutiae of daily life. Volunteering 
helps me recognize and appreciate how lucky I 
am. While writing letters to veterans or making 
tie blankets during a lounge night to donate 
to a children’s hospital, I am prompted to take 
a step back and fully realize that despite daily 
challenges, we are very fortunate. I feel more 
fulfilled through hands-on acts of chesed than 
by dropping a coin in a jar.

To me, USY is a catalyst for chesed. As the 
schedules of teenagers become increasingly 
more hectic, it is difficult to block out intentional 
time to engage in acts of chesed. Other priorities 
like school work and extracurriculars seem to 
take precedence and push gemilut chesed to the 
back burner. USY provides teens a framework 
through which to re-prioritize chesed and infuse 
it in daily life.

As we close our USY conventions by singing 
Olam Chesed Yibaneh, I am reminded of why 
I initially got involved with USY. In addition to 
building lifelong friendships and participating 
in engaging programming, USY gave me the 
platform to create positive change. Chesed in 
not just about volunteering, it is about giving 
your heart to something you are passionate 
about. For me, USY is synonymous with chesed.

Through USY, we move past simply singing 
Olam Chesed Yibaneh and begin the hard work 
of repairing this world and building a new one.

By Yonah Davis, Chapter Co-President

YOUTH DEPARTMENT

Olam Chesed Yibaneh

If you are interested in a leadership position in USY or 
getting involved, please contact Rabbi Olitzky to learn more.
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By Yonah Davis, Chapter Co-President

B’nai MitzvahB’nai Mitzvah

April 13, 2019 / 8 Nisan 5779 
Metzora/Shabbat HaGadol

HENRY AARON SALITA

Son of Sarah & Jack Salita

Henry has worked very diligently to 
prepare for his bar mitzvah and is 
excited to share this special day with 
his friends and family.
 

April 13, 2019 / 8 Nisan 5779 
Metzora/Shabbat HaGadol

OLIVER JOE SALITA

Son of Sarah & Jack Salita

Oliver is excited for his bar mitzvah and 
has worked hard to prepare for this day. 
We cannot wait to celebrate the big day.

May 4, 2019 / 29 Nisan 5779
Achrei Mot

DAHLIA A.J. HERMAN

Daughter of Liba & Jeff Herman 

Dahlia’s commitment to becoming a 
bat mitzvah at the traditional age of 
12 years old was met with genuine 
conviction. A caring and thoughtful 
soul, Dahlia values her connection to 
Judaism and the world around her. She 
is looking forward to celebrating with 
family and friends this Spring. 

May 18, 2019 / 13 Iyyar 5779
Emor

ABIGAIL HANNAH MEISLER

Daughter of Michele & Seth Meisler 

Abby is looking forward to 
celebrating her bat mitzvah with 
her extended family as the last of 
the cousins to reach this milestone. 
She is a great friend and a very 
caring person and we hope she stays 
connected to her Jewish roots into 
adulthood. 

June 1, 2019 / 27 Iyyar 5779
Bechukotai

BEATRICE ANN MOLDOW

Daughter of Owen Moldow & Abigail Loyd 

We are impressed with Beatrice’s 
learning and growth as she becomes 
bat mitzvah. She looks forward 
to sharing this day with Ben and 
celebrating with her friends and family. 

May 25, 2019 / 20 Iyyar 5779
Behar

ELIANA PHYLLIS WOLFE

Daughter of Yarden & Jill Wolfe 

Eliana is a kind, caring and energetic 
daughter. She has worked very hard 
for her bat mitzvah and is looking 
forward to celebrating with family  
and friends.

June 15, 2019 / 12 Sivan 5779
Naso

ADDISON LINDSAY MIRVISS

Daughter of Carolyn & John Mirviss 

Addie is a motivated and determined 
person. She has worked very hard on 
her studies for her bat mitzvah, and 
we are extremely proud of her and her 
accomplishments.

June 1, 2019 / 27 Iyyar 5779
Bechukotai

BENJAMIN BRADSHAW SIMPSON

Son of Greg & Amanda Simpson 

Ben embraced his journey into becoming 
a bar mitzvah with humor and tenacity. 
He is excited to share his date with 
Beatrice and we are so proud. 

B’NAI MITZVAH
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In December, Rabbi Davis led 38 people from 10 families on a Family Trip to Israel with 
Rabbi Rob Kahn as their guide.They covered politics, history, geology, theology and of 
course left time for shopping and dining as they took in the sights, sounds, and tastes 

of Israel. If you are interested in a future Family Trip to Israel, contact Rabbi Davis.

Family Trip to Israel

On top of Masada 

Chariot Races at Caesarea



 13TRAVEL WITH THE WELL

Overlooking the Kinneret from the Golan Heights

Coffee in a Bedouin tent With our Roma tour guide on Masada


