Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Welcome Home

By Dr. Erica Brown

“The Torah returns to its home (to a place where it is welcome).”

Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia 85a


This past Shabbat, I participated in a celebration so special that I have to share it with you: my son’s bar mitzvah. We decided to rededicate a Torah rescued from the Holocaust that he would then read on Shabbat morning. We worked with Rabbi Menachem Youlus from the Save-a-Torah Foundation to identify a Torah from Southern Poland where my grandparents and my mother were originally from before World War II. God smiled down on us and Rabbi Youlus had rescued a Torah 5 years ago from a Roman Catholic cemetery right outside Majdanek concentration camp where my grandmother, who joined us for the bar mitzvah, was placed for five months before being moved to Auschwitz. This was an opportunity to do something redemptive for both a Torah burned, buried and neglected for over fifty years and for our family. We were able to demonstrate to our children the stubborn persistence of Jewish values.
The dedication of a new Torah scroll is a very unusual ceremony. The scribe generally leaves a series of letters to be filled in by a number of participants until every letter is complete. With a feather quill and ink, the scribe writes every letter, and each of us took a turn touching the quill as the letters were formed. Each letter must be written with focused and holy attention, and the scribe immerses himself in a ritual bath – a mikveh – before writing on the parchment. My son wrote the very last letter. Upon the completion of the letters, the Torah is “dressed” with a cover and then lifted under a chupah, a tallit suspended on four poles and danced to its resting place. We used my late grandfather's tallit, may his memory be a blessing, and, with police escorts, danced the Torah down our street to our synagogue.  The threat of rain lifted, and all around us were family and friends who joined us in giving this Torah back a life it once had.

We went back on forth on what should be written on the cover of this remarkable Torah. We struggled to find something that was not a cliché, that could capture the significance of the event and have contemporary meaning as well. And then, while studying Talmud with my son, my husband found the quote written above: “Torah machazeret el achsania shela” – the Torah will return to its home.

In the Talmudic tractate Bava Metzia 85a, Rabbi Parnak in the name of Rabbi Yochanan says that if you are a scholar and your son is a scholar and your grandson is a scholar then the words of Torah will never depart from your family. It takes three generations to secure the Torah tightly within a family. How do you know it won’t leave a family after three generations, the Talmud asks? Because “the Torah seeks its home’ –the Torah goes to where it is welcome, where we have made a home for it. Generations of scholarship create a natural home for the Torah, and it will gravitate towards that home. 

For this Torah, this expression had a double, even a triple, meaning. For many years this Torah lacked a home. It was discarded. But it made its way home because its content was able to bridge time. When it was finally found, it was still relevant. And now, we have made a home for it. It has found its “achsania.” 
The deeper message for my son and for all of us is that we must create a welcome home within ourselves for the Torah to reside, along the lines of the famous saying of Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotz, “Where is God to be found? In the place where He is given entry.” Torah machazeret al achsania shelah. The Torah must find a home in us. We must create a welcome space for its values to reside. The survival of one Torah is not enough. For it to be a meaningful survival, it must be read and used, studied and lived by. What makes a true home for ancient wisdom is its capacity to live within our hearts and minds for eternity. 
Shabbat Shalom
