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Many years ago, a Rabbi was so moved by the message and themes of Rosh Hashanah 
that he entered the empty Sanctuary the next morning and threw himself in front of the 
ark, saying, “I’m nothing, I’m nothing.” Well, the Cantor noticed him doing this and was 
moved as well by this humility practice and joined him. I’m nothing, they said together. 
The next day, the President of the shul saw his esteemed clergy bowing and lying on the 
floor and he too joined in, met the following day by the wealthiest person in the 
community. Erev Kol Nidre, the poorest man in the community made his way into the 
Synagogue hoping for some charity. He saw these illustrious people bowing, crying, and 
he too was moved to join. As he bowed, he said, “I’m nothing, I’m nothing.” Well, the 
Cantor saw the poor man and nudged the President of the shul. He said, “Look who’s 
calling himself nothing!”1 

With less than two weeks before Pesach, we are beginning to prepare to remove chametz 
from our homes. Some of you may have begun cleaning, some of you may have begun 
selling, and some of you may have begun thinking about how you plan to clean and sell 
in the coming weeks! Rabbis’ phones ring a lot during this time of year, and our inboxes 
also fill up. There is a wealth of material that has been and will be put out helping us all 
properly clean our homes to properly and halachically fulfill the mitzvot to destroy our 
chametz and to refrain from consuming chametz on Pesach. 

The work that is arguably harder during this time of year is to internalize the spiritual 
message of destroying chametz. Chametz symbolizes haughtiness, inflated ego. In the 
Gemara in Berachot, Rabbi Alexander shares his daily prayer, that he wants to do God’s 
will fully, but what prevents him? The yeast in dough. The yetzet hara gets in the way. 
The symbolism here is easy to visualize: bread is puffy, while matzah is flat. Bread rises, 
it leavens, while matzah is deflated. Destroying our chametz, once a year, reminds us to 
keep our ego in check and to remain humble. But that is easier said than done. Rabbi 
Yisrael Salanter famously said that it is easier to learn the entire Talmud than to change 
one middah, one trait. Yet, I once heard some point out that as involved as we get in the 
minutiae of kashering our kitchens, few of us (myself included) approach our rabbis or 
call our friends to discuss minutiae of kashering our neshamot. Of course, that is a 
conversation that is far more intimate and personal than what to do with our pots and 
pans and pasta. Perhaps this is a process that is to remain internal. 

If I may, I would like to share one insight for us to consider in the coming weeks. 

We got a glimpse into korbanot, sacrifices, a few weeks ago, in Parashat Tetzaveh. But 
this week, in Parashat Vayikra, we more formally are initiated into the world of 

 
1 As told here. 
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korbanot. Many sacrifices involve the offering of an animal; however, if one is not able 
financially to bring an animal sacrifice, there is still an opportunity to bring a korban 
mincha, a flour offering. One of the requirements for this korban, even though it 
involves flour, is that it may not contain chametz, yeast, or honey. 

 ויקרא פרק ב, יא
ל ְד  ל ְשֹאר ְוכָּ י כָּ ֵמץ כִּ ה חָּ שֶׁ ק לֹא ֵתעָּ יבּו ַליקוָּ ר ַתְקרִּ ה ֲאשֶׁ ְנחָּ ל ַהמִּ ק:כָּ ה ַליקוָּ שֶׁ ּנּו אִּ מֶׁ ירּו מִּ  ַבש לֹא ַתְקטִּ

 
Why did God stipulate that this offering may not contain chametz? It is actually in the 
context of this verse, not in the verses associated with Pesach, that we learn of the vices 
of chametz. Sefer Ha-Chinuch writes: 

 ספר החינוך פרשת ויקרא מצוה קיז
ועוד שמעתי טעם באיסור שאור ודבש, לפי שהשאור מגביה עצמו, וכן הדבש מעלה רתיחתו הרבה, ולכן 

 .כל גבה לב ה'נתרחקו, לרמוז כי תועבת 
 

Ego and pride are human nature. We are instructed in a few places in the Talmud to 
recognize our self-worth. A Torah scholar must have an eighth of an eighth of ego (Sotah 
5a). A person must say “the world was created for my sake” (Sanhedrin 37a). But I need 
not elaborate on the consequences of when our ego is overinflated. Most, if not all of us, 
know what it is like to interact with or work with someone who thinks that they are 
God’s gift to the world. It is a tough balancing act. The struggle may be reflected in the 
practice of Rebbe Simcha Bunim of Peshischa, who carried two notes in his pocket: “the 
world was created for my sake” and “I am nothing but dust and ashes.” 

Still the message that we learn from Sefer Ha-Chinuch in the context of the korban 
mincha is powerful. It is true, we may need some ego, at some times, and we may not be 
able to squash our pride, even if we try hard. It is almost a survival mechanism for 
ourselves. 

If there is one place, however, where it is forbidden to have that inflated ego and pride is 
before HaKadosh Baruch Hu. The horrifying truth found in the joke I began with is that 
even when we are serving God, we may still find ourselves placing our self-importance 
as a premium. Declaring that “I’m nothing” was an example for those individuals of 
humility that comes with arrogance. Sometimes we self-deprecate in front of others in a 
way that only uncovers our haughtiness instead of sincerely demonstrating humility. In 
this case, the rabbi, cantor, and president cannot even be humble before God without 
making it into a contest or a way to assert their superiority. 

The truth is, though, we are all equal before God. It is not necessarily important to God 
what our title is. When I was in yeshiva, the father of one of my rabbeim was very ill, and 
he gave us his father’s name to daven for him. His father was a rabbi, a well-reputed 
educator, yet when he gave us the name, he did not include “ha-rav” at the beginning. 
When someone asked, he said that none of that matters when we are davening to 
Hashem in this type of situation. Our title does not matter, our monetary contribution 
does not matter, our intellect does not matter, our popularity does not matter. At the 



end of the day, we are all human beings with strengths and weaknesses. When we stand 
before God, we are all in need of God’s mercy, no matter who we are, in some capacity or 
another. The coronavirus, as a timely example, does not distinguish between good and 
bad, smart and ignorant, rich and poor, CEO or janitor. As we are outside of shul, we are 
reminded that it does not matter what type of kibbudim we receive or do not receive. 
Our job is just to stand before God and humbly request our needs. Ego, then, is not 
relevant or befitting in the service of God. 

The result of this discussion does not have to be self-deprecation. On the contrary, we 

are all banim la-makom, God’s children, and it is imperative to internalize our self-

value! It is just a matter of keeping perspective. Davening is an opportunity to remind 

ourselves that we are all in need, and that we are humble before God. It is also an 

opportunity to be thankful for what we have, and that the blessings we have in our lives 

come from God. 

I wish everyone a peaceful, joyful Shabbat, and even if we do not have the power of the 

masses, let us daven with kavannah for the well-being of ourselves and especially for 

our fellow Jews and citizens of the world. 

Shabbat Shalom! 


