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THE PERSON
 IN THE PARSHA

BY RABBI DR. TZVI HERSH WEINREB
OU Executive Vice President, Emeritus

I Get No 
Respect!

I love visiting residences for senior cit-
izens. For one thing, being around truly 
older people invariably helps me feel young 
by comparison.

Recently, I was a weekend guest scholar at 
such a residence. I dispensed with my pre-
pared lectures and instead tried to engage 
the residents of the facility, not one of whom 
was less than ninety years old, in a group 
discussion. This proved to be a very wise 
move on my part, because I learned a great 
deal about the experience of getting old. 
Or, as one wise man insisted, “You don’t get 
‘old’—you get ‘older.’”

The question that I raised to provoke 
discussion was this: “What made you first 
realize that you were getting ‘older?’”

I was taken aback by the reactions of the 
group, because there were clearly two very 
different sets of responses.

One member of the group responded, 
“I knew I was getting older when people 

started to ignore me. I was no more than a 
piece of furniture to them. Worse, they no 
longer noticed me at all.”

About half of the group expressed their 
agreement with this person’s experience. 
They proceeded to describe various experi-
ences that they had in being ignored. Some 
of those stories were quite poignant and 
powerful. One woman even described how 
she was present at the outbreak of a fire in a 
hotel lobby, and the rescue workers “simply 
did not see me sitting there. That is, until I 
started to scream!”

But then some of the others spoke up 
expressing quite different experiences. One 
gentleman said it for the rest of this second 
group: “I knew that I was getting older when 
passengers on the subway or bus stood up 
for me and gave me their seat.” That basic 
gesture of respect conveyed to the members 
of this group of senior citizens that they had 
indeed reached the age when they were not 
ignored, but rather the beneficiaries of acts 
of deference.

The discussion then entered another 
phase, as both groups agreed that, while 
they certainly did not want to be ignored, 
they also were resentful of these gestures of 
respect. The group unanimously supported Mazal Tov toMazal Tov to
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the position articulated by the oldest person 
there, who said: “We don’t want gestures of 
respect. We want genuine respect.”

It seems that the entire group, although 
appreciative of those who relinquished 
seats on the subway for them, wanted some-
thing more. They wanted their opinions to 
be heard, their life experience to be appre-
ciated, and their accumulated wisdom to 
be acknowledged. Symbolic gestures were 
insufficient, and sometimes were even expe-
rienced as demeaning.

This week’s Torah portion, Parshat 
Kedoshim (Leviticus 19:1-20:27), contains 
the basic biblical commandment regard-
ing treatment of the elderly: “You shall rise 
before the aged and show deference to the 
old; you shall fear your God: I am the Lord.” 
(ibid. 19:32)

Rashi’s comments on this verse indicate 
how sensitive he was to the subtle reac-
tions expressed by the members of my little 
group. Here is what he says, paraphrasing 
the Talmudic Sages: “What is deference? It is 
refraining from sitting in his place, and not 
interrupting his words. Whereas one might 
think to simply close his eyes and pretend 
not to even see the old person, the verse 
cautions us to fear your God, for after all, he 
knows what is in the heart of man...”

Interestingly, not sitting in  his seat means 
much more than just giving him a seat 
on the bus. It means recognizes that the 
elderly person has his own seat, his own 
well-earned place in society, which you, the 
younger person, dare not usurp. It is more 
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and our next step will be to plant a fruit 
tree. I never thought of myself as being the 
agricultural type, but the feeling of settling 
and planting a portion of Eretz Yisrael, has 
been truly euphoric. Iy”H, when we plant 
our tree, and eat the fruits that will grow 
one day, I think we will be able to truly 
appreciate that unique Kedusha found in 
the fruit of Eretz Yisrael!

To conclude, when you buy your Tu B'shvat 
fruit this year, don’t search for those dried 
apricots and banana chips imported from 
Turkey. Rather, head over to the fresh 
produce and buy yourself some nice juicy 
Kedusha-filled Jaffa oranges and thank 
Hashem for bringing you to this land in 
order to be able to לאכול מפריה ולשבע מטובה, 
imbibing that Kedusha in every bite that 
you take!! 
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than just a gesture. It is an acknowledge-
ment of the valued place the elder has in 
society, a place which is his and his alone.

Similarly, not interrupting the older per-
son’s conversation is much more than an 
act of courtesy. It is awareness that this 
older person has something valuable to 
say, a message to which one must listen 
attentively.

How well our Torah knows the devious-
ness of which we are all capable. We can 
easily pretend not to notice the older per-
son. But He who reads our minds and knows 
what is in our hearts will be the judge of that. 
We must fear Him and not resort to self-justi-
fication and excuses. We must deal with the 
older person as a real person, whose pres-
ence cannot be ignored but must be taken 
into full account in our conversation.

Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin, in his 
commentary on this verse, refers us to 
a passage in the Midrash Rabbah on the 
weekly portion of Beha’alotecha in the 
Book of Numbers, which understands the 

phrase “you shall fear your God” as being 
the consequence of your showing defer-
ence to the elderly. Thus, if you treat the 
elderly well you will attain the spiritual 
level of the God-fearing person. But if you 
refrain from showing the elderly that def-
erence, you can never aspire to the title 
“God-fearing person” no matter how pious 
you are in other respects.

There is another entirely different per-
spective on our verse which provides a 
practical motive for honoring the elderly. It 
is to be found in the commentary of Abra-
ham ibn Ezra, who explains the phrase “You 
shall fear your God” in the following way:

“The time will come when you will be 
old and frail and lonely. You will long for 
proper treatment at the hands of the young. 
But if you showed disrespect for the elderly 
when you were young, and did not “fear 
God,” God will not reward you with the 
treatment you desire in your own old age.”

As each of us strives to show genuine 
respect to our elders, we help construct 
a society in which the elderly have their 
proper place. That society will hopefully 
still be there when we become older, and 
then we will reap the benefits of our own 
youthful behavior.

Our Torah portion is entitled Kedoshim, 
which means “holy.” One of the major com-
ponents of the holy society is the treatment 
it accords to every one of its members, 
especially those who are vulnerable. Treat-
ing the elderly with genuine respect, truly 
listening to them and valuing their con-
tributions, is an essential part of what it 
means to be a “holy people.” 

WE MUST CELEBRATE!
We the Neamans, Yehoshua & Shulamit 

and our family came on Aliyah to  
Eretz Yisrael on May 2, 1972  

(corresponding to Lag Laomer 5732)
Our ancestors would have walked to 

the Holy Land if they would have been 
permitted to enter and live here.

Today, when it is so easy to come,  
every Jew should be living here.  

Every Jew who does live here should 
celebrate their Aliyahanniversary 

annually.  
REMEMBER! רפואה שלמה

הרבנית פייגא ציפורה בת הדסה

רפואה שלמה לאהרון יהודה בן טובה

injured in the terrorist attack

this past Sunday at the Kotel


