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JEWISH MINDFULNESS
Rabbi Dr. Mordechai Schiffman
Mindfulness has become a buzzword, and for good reason. 
Practicing mindfulness has been shown to help with psycho-
logical and physical health. The current mindfulness trend 
in the Western world has its roots in Eastern religions. As 
defined by Kabat-Zinn (2003), mindfulness is “the aware-
ness that arises from paying attention, on purpose, in the 
present moment and non-judgmentally” (Mindfulness-Based 
Interventions in Context, p. 145). 

The question for the Jewish consumer becomes: How do 
these now-secularized concepts fit within a Torah worldview?

For those steeped in the works of the Chasidic and Mussar 
masters, the concept of mindfulness is not new. Yet, despite 
many of the overlaps, it is important to highlight the potential 
points of distinction between a Jewish mindfulness practice 
and secular or Eastern mindfulness practices. 

One such distinction is apparent in the beginning of 
Parshat Vayeishev.

After years of exile, filled with painstaking labor, emotional 
distress, and physical pain, Yaakov finally returned home: 
“Now Yaakov was settled in the land where his father had 
sojourned” (Bereishit 37:1). The first Hebrew word of the 
parsha is “Vayeishev,” meaning that Yaakov “settled” in the land. 

Rashi, elaborating on a Midrash, sees within this word not 
just a physical description of location, but a longing for seren-
ity (shalva). According to the Midrash, God does not respond 
to this mindset with affinity. The next world is for reward and 
relaxing, not this world. The moment Yaakov thought he could 
finally experience tranquility, the incredibly painful challenge 
of the loss of Yosef began to unfold.

The commentaries elaborate on the Midrash, framing what 
could be understood as a fundamental distinction between 
a Jewish mindfulness approach and one rooted in secular or 
Eastern concepts. 

Rabbi Yerucham Levovitz contends that the purpose 
of this world is not serenity, but spiritual growth borne out 
by challenges. 

The upshot of these responses is that Judaism does not 
view tranquility as the ultimate goal. As Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersh 
Weinreb so eloquently puts it: “The Torah’s ideal is a life of 
action and involvement in worldly affairs. The Torah rejects the 
attitude of detachment and passivity, which is implicit in the 
teachings of Eastern religions.” (The Person in the Parsha, p. 97).

One of the closest religious terminologies that relates to 
mindfulness is yishuv ha-daat, often misunderstood as “peace 
of mind.” Rabbi Dr. Epstein suggests that yishuv ha-daat does 
not mean peace of mind, but the act of “settling into (unifying 
with) present moment awareness” (Living in the Presence, p. 
20). “…our goal is to enter fully into whatever is occurring in 
our lives and meet it with full presence” (p. 20).

If we take the Midrash to its logical conclusion, then 
Yaakov’s mistake was seeking tranquility by avoiding his this-
worldly responsibility, even for a moment. 

Jewish mindfulness isn’t about detaching ourselves from 
the problems of this world, but about actively meeting those 
difficulties by being cognitively and emotionally engaged 
in the moment. 

By so doing, we will be better prepared to confront and 
grow from challenges, to improve ourselves, and to actively 
work towards the betterment of society.

Adapted from Rabbi Dr. Mordechai Schiffman, 
Psyched for Torah

 

ONKELOS CORNER
Rabbi Jack Abramowitz

“They saw him from a distance and before he came near 
to them, they thought about him, to kill him” (Genesis 
36:24).  The Torah says va-yitnaklu, which Onkelos trans-
lates as va-atevni pisgama, as “thought about” as opposed to 
“conspired against.”

— Adapted from The Complete Targum Onkelos
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SHADAL ON GENESIS 
Translated and edited by Daniel A. Klein
37:4. His brothers, seeing that their father loved him more 
than all his brothers, hated him, and they could not tolerate 
his speaking amicably.

and they could not tolerate his speaking amicably (ve-lo yakhelu 
dabbero le-shalom). The commentators have interpreted this 
phrase as meaning, “They could not speak to him amicably.” 
Nowhere, however, do we find the word dabbero used in place 
of dibber immo (“speak to him”). Rather, it seems to me that 
when Joseph spoke to them, even amicably, they could not 
tolerate him. The word se’et (“tolerate”) is omitted [but under-
stood] after the words lo yakhol (“cannot”), as in, “Whoso 
is haughty of eye and proud of heart, him I will not bear [lo 
ukhal]” (Ps. 101:5); “I cannot endure [lo ukhal] iniquity along 
with solemn assembly” (Isa. 1:13); see my comment there.

(There, Luzzatto explains that the verb yakhol encom-
passes both “to be able” and “to be strong (enough),” 
i.e., to bear.)

37:5. Joseph had a dream, and he told it to his brothers, and 
they began to hate him all the more.
Joseph had a dream, etc. Formerly it seemed to me that this 
was not the dream of the sheaves [see v. 7, below] but rather 
another, unrecorded dream; this would explain why the phrase 
“and they began to hate him all the more” is repeated [v. 8], and 
it would also explain why the reference to “his dreams” below 
(v. 8) is in the plural, even though only one dream is recorded 
until then. After some time I found that Kimhi, too, (at v. 8) 
wrote, “Perhaps he had dreamed another dream before this 
dream,” etc., but even he did not say that the dream mentioned 
here was not the one that is mentioned in the next verse. 

My student Shabbetai Ancona says that his verse and the 
next one (37:6. He said to them, “Listen, please, to this dream 
that I have seen) undoubtedly refer to the same dream, and 
that which is written below, “…because of his dreams [pl.] and 
his speeches [pl.],” is intended as a reference to the future, i.e., 
to that dream and to the two others recorded subsequently.

 
JUDAH AND TAMAR... AND BENJAMIN
Rabbi Hayyim Angel
There are many heroes and villains in the Torah. Rabbi 
Mordechai Breuer observes that the story of Judah and Tamar 

describes a different typology: people who appear to be 
upright citizens but whose public images do not match their 
private actions. After the sale of Joseph, Judah moves away 
from his family, gets married, and has three sons. Years later, 
he finds a wife, Tamar, for his firstborn, Er. Er dies childless, 
setting up a levirate marriage wherein Onan, the second son, 
should marry Tamar and produce a child who legally would 
be considered Er’s successor. Onan married Tamar, so the 
public perceived him to be an honorable brother. However, his 
bedroom manner demonstrated that he had no intention of 
fathering a child with Tamar.

After Onan dies, Judah assures Tamar that he will fulfill 
the law with his son Shelah, but he is yet too young. The Torah 
tells us that Judah was putting her off, and Tamar eventually 
figures this out. While wronging Tamar, Judah maintains his 
noble public image by assuring Tamar that she would marry 
Shelah. Tamar needed to act to have children on Er’s behalf. 
Disguising herself as a harlot, she seduces Judah and becomes 
pregnant (but not before acquiring his identifying seal and 
staff as a pledge of payment). Later, Judah finds out that Tamar 
is pregnant, and orders that she be burned. Why was Judah 
prepared to mete out such extreme punishment? 

Ramban suggests that Judah was a prominent member 
of his community, and Tamar’s pregnancy was humiliating to 
him. He was imposing extralegal punishment, rather than a 
legal sentence. One also may posit that Judah unconsciously 
knew that he was wronging Tamar, and was projecting his 
self-loathing onto Tamar. Taken out for execution, Tamar 
could have shamed Judah by announcing that he was the 
father. Instead she says that whoever owns the seal and staff is 
the father. Judah faced a moment of truth. Recognizing that 
the seal and staff were his, he could have remained silent and 
allowed Tamar to be executed. Once again, he would be able 
to maintain his upright public image. However, Judah finally 
recognizes that he was wrong and publicly admits it. “She 
is more in the right than I, inasmuch as I did not give her to 
my son Shelah” (38:26). From that moment onward, Judah 
returns to his family and takes personal responsibility for 
Benjamin. Judah ends up a true hero, and Jacob recognizes this 
transformation. When blessing his sons on his deathbed, Jacob 
perceives ultimate greatness in Judah and blesses him with the 
kingship of Israel.

 Rabbi Hayyim Angel, A Synagogue Companion


