
For years I have been crossword-puzzle-impaired.  I would look at a 
NYT crossword puzzle and marvel at how I couldn’t get a single thing 
right.  Recently, inspired by my daughter, by the more manageable 
NYT mini crossword, and by the fact that the mini crossword’s creator 
used to be a student in my Hebrew School where I was the 
principal(!), I tried again and became a committed (addicted) puzzler. 
 
As a Rabbi, I can’t help but see life lessons in everything—even 
crossword puzzles.  One lesson I have learned through the puzzles, is 
that when I’m stuck for an answer, it is often because I am sticking to 
an incorrect way of thinking about it. I may be looking for one word 
when the answer consists of two, or sounding out the “sh” as one 
sound when it is two separate sounds. One of the tricks to crosswords 
is to let go of the way you are seeing something.  When you do that, 
you are able to see what has up until then been invisible, but 
nevertheless there all along. 
 
The stories in Breishit (Genesis) are often about seeing. When Hagar 
is banished to the desert with her son Ishmael, their water ran out 
and Ishmael cried from thirst.  Hagar walks away in desperation 
believing her child would die, and then a well appears.  Was that well 
there all along but Hagar couldn’t see it? Hagar names God El Ro’i, 
the God who sees me, and the well be’er lahai roi, or “the well of the 
living one who sees me.”    I like to think of it as the God who enables 
us to see. 
 
One can understand the Akeda story, the binding of Isaac, as about 
seeing as well.  Avraham realizes he does not have to sacrifice his son 
Isaac, but can sacrifice instead the ram in the bushes.  Was the ram 
there before, and Avraham had to learn to see it?  
 
Faith is about seeing, especially seeing what is beyond the immediate 
vision of our understanding.  We often think our lives have to be a 
certain way, and believe we are seeing the whole picture of other 
people’s lives as well.  Most of us, however, are nearsighted.  Faith is a 
kind of spiritual pair of glasses which gives us a new way of seeing. 
 
Perhaps the most moving story of faith and seeing is about Jacob.  
Jacob begins a journey motivated by the need to escape Esau’s wrath.  
The first night away from home in the middle of nowhere he goes to 



sleep and dreams of a ladder with angels going up and down.  When 
he awakes, he experiences a sense of awe and says, “surely the Lord is 
in this place and I did not know it!  This is none other than the abode 
of God, and that is the gateway to heaven.” 
 
That experience of expanded vision, whether of the well, the ram, or 
of the presence of God, is at the core of Jewish spirituality. The divine 
is that which broadens our vision and opens our hearts and minds.  It 
is that which teaches us how to see in a new way.  May we learn to 
discover and draw from these wells that are indeed all around us, as 
we discover, like Jacob, the “gateways to heaven” in our lives. 
 
By the way, I’ve graduated from the mini crossword to the midi! 
 
  


