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THE PERSON
 IN THE PARSHA

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

A Candle of 
God is the 
Soul of Man

I no longer remember which Israeli art-
ist colony I was visiting. Perhaps Jaffa. But I 
will never forget the crude, almost primitive 
paintings, which were on exhibit. They were 
all very different in color, style, and size. 
They varied from somber dark browns and 
grays to tropical oranges, reds, and yellows. 
Some were very realistic, some impression-
istic, some totally abstract. One was a large 
mural. But in the corner, there were post-
card-sized miniatures. In every painting, a 
candle predominated.

The artist was obsessed with the image 
of the candle. A tall, slim candle, wax drip-
ping down its side, the wick erect, the flame 
flickering. Somehow, each candle evoked 
the picture of a person.

I made a note of the artist’s name, hoping 
that one day I would be able to afford one 
his works and would then find him, but I 
lost the scrap of paper with his name and 
address long ago.

The memory of the candles bedecking his 
workroom walls has remained with me. As 
long as I can remember, I have been fasci-
nated by candles and by their human-like 
quality. In my early teens, I was taught to 
meditate in front of a burning candle and 
to associate my meditation with the biblical 
phrase, “A candle of God is the soul of man.”

“What are some ways that human beings 
resemble candles?” This question was 
assigned to me by the old rabbi who was my 
first spiritual guide. In my early adolescence 
I was part of a group of six or seven peers 
who met with this rabbi once a month in 
a dark and, you guessed it, candlelit room.

It was our task to gaze at a burning candle 
and imagine the affinities between candles 
and men. At the end of the month, we were 
to report on our findings. 

I never returned at the end of that month. 
Without that closure, it is no wonder that I 
still reflect, fifty years later, on the resem-
blances between people and candles.

This week’s Torah portion, Parshat 
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Beha’alotecha, speaks of the candles that 
Aaron lit in the ancient Tabernacle. The 
Bible speaks not of the “lighting of” the 
candles, but of the 
“raising up” of the 
candles. The com-
mentaries eagerly 
point out that it is 
not sufficient to 
kindle the candle; 
one must see to it 
that the flame will 
continue to burn 
on its own.

The candle 
thus becomes a 
metaphor for the 
process of teach-
ing: parent to child, or master to disciple. It 
is never sufficient to merely touch the child 
with the flame of knowledge. Rather, one 
must “raise up” the flame so that it will grow 
and will nurture the student for a long time. 
The task of the teacher is to ensure that the 
flame will continue to burn on its own, that 
knowledge will be a lifetime process.

There is another traditional Jewish saying 
which inspires me: “A little bit of light can 
dispel much darkness.” The little candle 
teaches us how much good a single person, 
or even a single act, can accomplish. It is not 
necessary for one to try to ignite powerful 
floodlights. If all that one can do is light a 
match, that paltry act can achieve unfore-
seen illumination.

Finally, there is a Talmudic dictum, “A can-
dle for one is a candle for a hundred.” There 
are certain things in life, an item of food for 
example, which can only meet the needs of 
one person. There are other things, certain 
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tools for example, which can only meet the 
needs of one person at a time. But one can-
dle can benefit the single individual who 
needs illumination, and it can shed equal 
illumination for many others in the room. 

A candle for one is a candle for a hundred.
And so it is in the human realm. There are 

things that we can do which will benefit not 
only a single particular other but an entire 
group, an entire community, an entire 
world. If we teach, for example, lessons that 
are useful practically and that are spiritu-
ally uplifting, those lessons are not limited 
to who hears them. Rather, they can benefit 
many unseen others. Intellectual accom-
plishments and religious achievements are 
candles not just for one, but for hundreds.

I have listed but three of the infinite num-
ber of ways in which the soul of man is the 
candle of God. Candle lighting symbolizes 
the teaching process; the single act can have 
massive consequences; and we can affect a 
much wider circle than we think.

The opening verses in this week’s Torah 
portion render the candle image so cen-
tral to the Tabernacle and Temple service, 
because the Torah wishes us to think about 
the candle, to meditate on it, and to discover 
for ourselves the manifold analogies which 
lie embedded in the candle image.

“Behold the candle,” the Torah exclaims. 
It is one of the oldest, and certainly one of 
the simplest, human tools. But it can be a 
metaphor for the power and the potential 
of the human soul, which is no less than the 
candle of God. 
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more about patient self-control than phys-
ical might. It is found in the Talmudic trac-
tate Kiddushin 40a, where the tale is told 
about a certain Rabbi Zadok, who resists 
the attempts of a particularly powerful 
noblewoman to lead him astray. He exerts 
moral strength, and to him the Talmud ap-
plies the following biblical verse: "Bless the 
Lord, O His angels, mighty creatures who 
do His bidding, ever obedient to His bid-
ding. Bless the Lord, all His hosts, His ser-
vants who do His will." (Psalms 103:20-21)

Isaac's way recognizes the necessity for 
great patience and forbearance. If we 
adopt Isaac's way, we must be prepared 
for a lengthy process before our challeng-
es are resolved. In the words of Rabbi 
Abraham Isaac Kook, words which have 
been memorialized in a popular song, "An 
eternal people does not fear the long and 
arduous path."

Patience is necessary for those who fol-
low Isaac's way. But a wise woman taught 
us that patience is but another name for 
hope. That woman was Jane Austen, who 
put these words into the mouth of one of 
the characters in her great novel, Sense and 
Sensibility: "Know your own happiness. 
You want nothing but patience—or give it a 
more fascinating name: call it hope." 
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Rehavia-Talbieh on quiet Radak

May the Torah learned from this issue of TT 
be in loving memory and לע"נ our dear 
parents whose yahrtzeits are in Kislev

Doris Weinberger a"h
דבורה לאה בת יחזקאל שלמה ע"ה- ד' כסלו

Max Weinberger z”l
אלימלך בן דב ז"ל- כ"ז כסלו

Greatly missed by their children, 
grandchildren and great grandchildren

Rav Aryeh and Dvora Weinberger
Bernie and Leah Weinberger

Menachem and Hannah Katten

In observance of the Shloshim of our friend
Yehuda Leib Berren z"l

Rav Menachem Weinberg will give a shiur 
in his memory "Heroic Joy"

Monday evening, 23 November/ 8 Kislev 
7:30pm
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Password: Yehuda


