
-
- -

Feature

I .

.. ..,.

As told to Aviva Werner

.76 Binah- March 3D, 2015



in the kitchen' washing dishes, and my
phone calls home reflected my displea-
sure with this job. But before long I was
promoted to picking avocados out in the
fields, and my mood improved signifi-
cantly. I spent my days operating a really
cool avocado-picking machine outdoors
under a hot Israeli sun, and my evenings
talking politics and philosophy with fel-
low kibbutzniks in my increasingly fluent
Hebrew.

And you of all people, Mom and Dad,
know how much pleasure I get out of
a good philosophical debate. My new
friends and I discussed all sorts of topics,
such as whether or not G-d exists, a topic
you know I can debate for hours. And,

Dear Mom and pad,
I have some news to share with you.
Big news.
It all goes.back to that two-week trip I

took to Egypt five years ago.
When I went to Israel when I was 19, I

found a program on a secular kibbutz in
the north where I could work to pay my
way while taking Hebrew ulpan classes.
Ymtboth gave me your blessings and
good wishes as you dropped me off at
the airport, though I wonder if you felt
a twinge of disappointment that I was
choosing the kibbutz life instead of re-
turning to university.

I enjoyed my time on the kibbutz, as
you know. At first they had me working

knowing me as you do, you can probably
guess what stand I always took in these
kinds of discussions - that what you see
is what you get - based on the top-notch
education you gave me. It was scientif-
ic thinking that would have made you
proud .'

But after six months on the kibbutz, I
was ready for a break. When two fellow
volunteers invited me along on a trip to
Egypt; I was excited to join. I had an inter-
est in authentic things, and I wanted to
visit the pyramids I always heard so much
about in Hebrew school and at our family
Passover Seders.

Our Egypt adventure began in AUgust.
We took a series of buses from Tel Aviv
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all the way to Cairo. It was late at night when we
arrived at the bus station in downtown Cairo. The
place was vibrant and chaotic. It was nighttime
as we approached the terminal, but the streets
were packed with people walking to and fro, street
merchants calling out, and so many different sights
·and smells. So much was going on and I was a little
overwhelmed.

But I had my handy-dandy "Let's Go Israel
and Egypt" travel guide in my backpack and two
friends by my side. Our first destination, of course,

OfCIJ~ they fwd #<l/u:le!it;e<1faJ)~
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was the pyramids, which absolutely blew me away. They are
enormous, all perfectly aligned with each other. You can see
them in photos, Mom and Dad, but until you see the pyramids. t
with your own eyes, it's impossible to appreciate how massive
they are. They are right outside of Cairo, but you can see them

from everywhere in the city.You see something like that and yo
think, how did they do that thousands of years ago? Of course they
had Israelite slaves doing the dirty work, but how did ancient
people build such structures without cranes or computers?

I found myself contemplating that question a lot.
After a few days in Cairo, we headed south. I had read in my

guidebook about this place called Abu Simbel and fellow trav-
elers agreed it's a must-see, so my buddies and I decided that
we had to make a point of getting there. Egypt is a pretty large
country, so it's a long trek to go from Cairo In the north down to
where Abu Simbel is located. We took an overnight train, arriv-
ing in Aswan, Egypt, in the early morning.

Aswan was a much smaller city and much less developed
than Cairo. Our tour guide took us to all of these magnificent
Egyptian temples that were carved out of mountains, with
impressive pillars, majestic columns and towering statues. The
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~_ majestic temples were a direct contrast to the modem-day Egypt
, -'~. ~ lab ived.afi around me. Our tour guide took us to a souvenir

~hop~in ; shantyt~~ where the dwellings were just corrugated
steel roofs. So much of modem Egypt was so dilapidated.

Then it was finally time to go to Abu Simbel, which is out
in the middle of nowhere, near the Sudanese border. It's really
down south, in the middle of the desert We woke up at some ri-
diculous hour in the morning in order to get there early before it
gets too hot out It was pitch black outside when we departed in
a caravan of ten or twelve jeeps full of tourists. We drove out into
the desert in the middle of the night on this flat desert stretch.
I remember looking up at the sky and seeing tons of stars. You
'know how much I love seeing stars. .

After an almost two-hour drive we arrived at Abu Simbel.
We got out of the cars and followed a stony path up to the
entrance. Abu Simbel is actually a massive temple carved out of
a mountainside as a monument to the pharaoh Ramses II and
his queen. At the entrance, we were greeted by four enormous,
65-foot-tall statues of Ramses II.

The door to the temple is enormous, as well. It leads into this
antechamber, a big, pillar-filled room with hieroglyphic carvings
on the walls. At the far back end of this large room was a smaller
room. Inside this smaller room there were four life-sized statues,
sitting down.

For most of the year, the inner sanc-
tum of the Abu Simbel temple is dark.
Our tour guide explained that it was .
designed in such a way that only two
days a year did a shaft of sunlight make
its way through to the inner room - on
King Ramses II's birthday and the day of
his coronation as pharaoh.

Abu Simbel was built by this pharaoh
as a gateway to his kingdom. The Nile
flows from the south to the north, so Abu

~8i#Wet~~w
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Simbel was constructed at the very southern tip of his Egyptian
kingdom on the banks of the Nile. In ancient times, remem-
ber, the Nile was the only way to traveL When journeying up
the Nile, a traveler would come along Abu Simbel with its four
impressive statues looking out at him. It was meant to intimi-
date and impress upon whoever was entering the kingdom how
powerful and big the Egyptian nation was.

But get this, Mom and Dad. In the 1950s, Gamal Abdel Nasser,
the Egyptian leader, decided to industrialize Egypt and turn it
into a real global power. One of his projects was to build a dam,
the Aswan Dam, which would provide electricity for much of
Egypt This dam was going to be built north of AbU:SimbeL It .
would create a lake south of the dam, Lake Nasser, which would
flood Abu SimbeL

Our tour guide explained that the United Nations wouldn't
let an incredible archeological treasure like Abu Simbel be de-
stroyed. So they decided, before the dam was built in the 1960s,
to save it from the Nile River.They built a fake mountain out
of metal and rocks on higher ground and moved Abu Simbel
up the hillside onto the fake mountainside to keep it safe. The
project, led by a team of archaeologists, engineers, and skilled
heavy-equipment operators, took four years and $40 million to
complete.

After recounting how Abu Simbel was saved, the tour guide



concluded with one final thought. He said that they rebuilt Abu
Simbel in such a way that the sun would still shine into its deep
inner chamber twice a year. But they didn't get it right, and the
sun no longer shines in on Ramses' birthday and coronation day.
The sun shines in on different days.

Mom and Dad, I remem-
ber standing there inside Abu
Simbel, just thinking about
that. The Egyptians, when they
built this thing thousands of
years ago, didn't have lasers,
high-powered cranes, or hy-
draulic power. And they got it
right. They got it so right.

It shook me even more that,
in our day and age, with our
modem technology, we couldn't
replicate that. Whether they
made a mistake or it just wasn't
possible to do, I don't know. But
the fact of the matter is, with
all the money and technology
and supposed wisdom of our
culture, we weren't able to rep-
licate what the Egyptians did in
ancient times. That just made a
deep impression on me.

It really got me thinking that
perhaps societies thousands of
years ago had certain wisdom,
understanding, and capabili-
ties that are lacking today. My
education was always based on
the idea of evolution, the.basic
conc~pt that things improve over time, that humanity
has progressed from ancient, superstitious, backward, ig-
norant societies to enlightened, progressive, understand-
ing, insightful societies.

Egypt just didn't fit that model. Abu Simbel and the
cultures that I saw of Egypt today versus what they had pro-
duced so many thousands of years ago just didn't match up. So,
I thought, maybe there's something to ancient wisdom. Maybe
ancient societies have something to offer. I remember having
that thought as I walked out in front of Abu Simbel, looking out
over Lake Nasser and the mountains. But I did not connect it at
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that time to Judaism.
After Abu Simbel, I went to the Sinai Peninsula by myself

without the friends who had been my travel companions. I
needed some time alone to think things through. I went to a
mountain in the Sinai Peninsula of Egypt that they call Mount

Sinai. It's a possible location of
the biblical Mount Sinai where
Moses received the tablets with
the Ten Commandments. I
remember climbing up Mount
Sinai in the evening and spend-
ing the night there. It was very
cold. I looked up at the night sky,
which was again full of stars,
and thought that maybe there
truly is a spiritual aspect to the
world. And if ancient Egyptians
possessed some wisdom that's
superior to our own modem un-
derstanding, maybe the ancient
Israelites did too.

I know what you're probably
thinking at this point, Mom,
but please just bear with me
here. Anyway, I continued my
travels, as you know, snorkeling

e?~ 0gYP~P()<14e4<1ed
aome roi4dlJ-nu t/tae(t 4ttpeiilYv W ()a/v
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in Nuweiba, followed by a few days in Amman, Jordan, a couple
more at Petra, and then a stop to see the Machtesh Hagadol
crater back in southern Israel.

As I walked the Machtesh Hagadol crater, I promised myself
something. I promised myself that I would go to Jerusalem.
Since I had already been in Israel for six months and seen the



seculaf' side, and I had been to Egypt an Jordan, it would be only
prop ,r.to giv"ethe religious side of Israel at least a day.

"_ill and Dad, I attribute my desire for intellectual honesty to
the example you always gave me. It was part of my upbringing
to look at all sides of a question and, in an experiment, to give
every possible outcome a chance. You always taught me that a
person should be open-minded and come to sound conclusions
based on all the facts. So I decided to go to Jerusalem and give
the ancient wisdom of Judaism a chance too.

I made my way to the Old City of Jerusalem, and wandered
around the Jewish quarter asking passersby where I could find
something called the Discovery Seminar, which I had heard
teaches the basics about Judaism. After all, it wasn't listed in
my "Let's Go Israel and Egypt" guidebook. Eventually somebody
knew what I was talking about and took me there. I signed up on
the spot and they gave me a place to stay.

It was a three-day seminar. They had an all-star line-up of
Rabbis, who framed the whole thing as if we were on a Mossad
operation. We students were Massad agents receiving
a message from our superiors telling us to bomb a cer-
tain nuclear reactor in Tehran.

Our job was to verify whether the message was .
legitimate or not. After all,
if we ignored the message
and didn't bomb, it could
start World War III.And if
we bombed, but the mes-
sage was a hoax, it could
also start World War III.How,
they asked us, do you figure
out if the messenger is who
he says he is and what he's
saying is legit? They gave us
five methods of verifying the
truth. Then, of course, they
applied these five verification
methods to the Torah.

As you know, Mom and
Dad, I was taken by 'these
ideas. When I shared them
with you, you thought I was
brainwashed and asked me
to come home. But, Mom and
Dad, I need you to understand
that I wasn't indo~trinat-
ed. Instead, I was open to it
because my experience from
Egypt paved the way. I had al-
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ways looked at the world as this progressive line going upwards,
but now I saw with my own eyes that it wasn't necessarily true.
My heart was open to learning the wisdom of the ancients.

I ended up staying at Aish HaTorah for six weeks taking
classes. I kept kosher and experienced my first Shabbos. Then I

_went back to the kibbutz for another month to visit my friends
there, The people Or! the kibbutz said I was crazy because I had
started to observe some rnitzuos, and you, my parents, shared
their sentiments.

It has been a long road since then. Five years. In that time, I
came back home to the U.S.and returned to university to finish
up my studies. You both were beaming at my graduation. I took
a fairly prestigious job and I'm having success here too. But what
you don't know is that these lessons learned in Egypt and Israel
remain with me five years later. They are still as powerful as

. they were when I stood outside Abu Simbel, gazing off into the
waters of Lake Nasser, and when I sat in the study halls of Aish
HaTorah, reading the Bible for the first time.

ut#dt:ltae~tdty,~11UCU1d
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There's wisdom in the Torah.
There's truth.

And that's why, Mom and Dad,
Ijust gave notice at work. In two
weeks I leave for yeshivah. There,
I intend to complete my departure
from Egypt, and to accept the Torah
as our ancestors did upon their
exodus.

Now that you understand why, I
pray that this time as well you are
able to give me your blessings and
good wishes as you see me off once
again.

With all my love and appreciation
for the lessons you have taught me
to pursue truth and knowledge,

I remain your loving son,
Jeremy m


