
Dear Friends,
 
Tonight is our first "At Home Shabbat Dinners."  A group of congregants have invited 
fellow members to their homes for a Shabbat Dinner. I hope this will grow over time.  I  
prepared a brief Shabbat Seder for the occasion. It can be used by all of us at our 
homes. Please find it as part of this week's Shabbat O Gram.
 
Two weeks from tonight  on January 31 is a special Shabbat gathering: 
 Your Most Comfortable Friday Night Service
Come dressed in your most comfortable at home clothes that will lend themselves  to an 
especially relaxing, restoring and leisurely Shabbat experience. Just what Shabbat is 
meant to be!
Join us for a Service that will, in many aspects be equally, relaxing, leisurely and 
restoring.  
 
Under the leadership of Jerry Kaplan, we are planning our Ohev Shalom Family Seder 
for the Second Night of Pesah  April 15. Look for more information to come.
 
This Tuesday, we are having a guest speaker Julie Spitzer who will present and lead a 
discussion on how we use words. There are words that heal but words that hurt.  Janie 
and I are planning to attend this important program. We would look forward to seeing 
you then.
 
 

D'var Torah Yitro:  " Life According to Sam"
 

Rabbi Eliott N. Perlstein     Ohev Shalom      www.ohev.org
 
 
    I thought I would be writing about Ariel Sharon who died on Shabat after living the last 
eight years in a state of minimal consciousness. Mr. Sharon, the eleventh prime minister 
of the State of Israel was a warrior on the battlefield. He well earned the nickname of 
The Bulldozer. One Israeli commentator said that whatever Ariel Sharon did he did it 
with all of his heart and might. When he was minister of agriculture, it became the 
center of his world. When he was a general and later minister of defense, he bulldozed 
through any obstacle, right or wrong, that stood in the way of Israel’s security/ When he 
became Prime Minister, in a position of being an architect of peace, he made a u-turn in 
his bulldozer to accomplish this new mission. He was quoted as having said once he 
became prime minister “the view is very different from here.” Like Yitzchak Rabin, the 
man of war became a pursuer of peace Yehi Zichro Baruch - may his memory be for a 
blessing.
 
    I thought I would be writing about Ariel Sharon but I want to write today about Sam 
Berns who died on Friday. Sam’s funeral was on Tuesday at Temple Israel in Sharon 
Massachusetts. I felt a deep pang of sadness when I heard that Sam died. At the time of 
his death, Sam looked like a man in his nineties but he was only a teenager, seventeen. 
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He looked like he had been long retired but he was just planning to go to college. Sam 
suffered from the very rare genetic disease known as progeria. Rabbi Harold Kushner’s 
son Aaron also had this disease. It was after Aaron’s passing, soon after his Bar 
Mitzvah, that his bereaved father wrote When Bad Things Happen to Good People.
 
 

    This past October, Janie and I watched an HBO special called “Life According to 
Sam.” We cried and laughed. We were saddened and inspired. We knew how the story 
would end but we were hopeful.
 
    Sam Berns was blessed with two extraordinarily wonderful parents. It so happened 
that both of his parents were physicians. His mother was an intern at the time of his 
birth. When Sam was diagnosed with progeria as an infant, his parents dedicated 
themselves to him and his mother dedicated her medical work towards finding a cure or 
at least some medical advancement in fighting this rare genetic disorder. They began a 
special organization to fund this research. Sufficient progress has been made to begin 
to extend some lives a few years longer than what has been the expectancy. Theirs was 
the first successful progeria treatment study. In watching the special, our hope for Sam 
was that it would extend his life even more. He wanted to go to college. He wanted to 
study biology and genetics in particular. He wanted to make a meaningful contribution to 
the world.

 

 
 
 
  

  While this terrible disease speeds up the aging  process, it clearly has no negative 
effect on ones intelligence, sense of humor, friendships, capability of loving,  love of 
music and sports. Sam had  all of that. A goal of Sam’s was to play his snare drums in 
the high school marching band but the apparatus for carrying the drum weighed almost 
as much as Sam’s total weight. With the help of some engineers, they devised a
very light weight strap and there was Sam, the shortest but the most enthusiastic 
member of the band keeping the beat and in step with the rest of the musicians.
 

    
    Recently Sam gave a version of what is called A Ted 



talk. In these talks, the featured speaker gives a twelve to fifteen minute presentation 
without using a podium. In Sam’s presentation, he shared the three major principles by 
which he lived is life. This week, we read the Ten Great Declarations better known as 
the Ten Commandments in the Torah. These are the three great declarations in the 
Torah according to Sam. He actually calls it “My Philosophy for a Happy Life.”
 
    First Sam says “Be OK with what you ultimately can’t do because there is so much 
you can do.”  For a lot of reasons, that has great meaning for me. We might too often 
disparage ourselves for the can’ts and take the cans all too much for granted. That’s the 
prescription for an unhappy life. For a happy life again “Be OK with what you ultimately 
can’t do because there is so much you can do.” Second, according to Sam “Surround 
yourself with people you want to be with.”  Sam became choked up a bit in his 
presentation when he said there are people who inspire him and he hopes to inspire 
others. I’ve listened to this talk a few times and repeatedly feel inspired.
 

 

Sam with New England Patriots Owner Robert Kraft.
 
Third, he says “Keep Moving Forward.” Interestingly, when 
Ariel Sharon shifted to pursuing his path for peace, he left 
his long time party of Likud and founded a new party called 
Kadimah. In Hebrew, Kadimah means Forward. That’s 
Sam’s third part of his philosophy of happiness. As he is 

about to wrap up his talk, he sneaks in a fourth principal. “Never miss a party.” He says 
that his school’s homecoming party is the next day, and he’ll be there. This small fifty 
pound teenager who looks eighty years older than his classmates doesn’t intend to sit 
home and hide. Going to the party is something he can do and he’ll be surrounded with 
people he want to be with.
 
    There’s an expression in Hebrew lamrot hakol, in spite of it all. We Jews  have 
survived all these years lamrot hakoI. We have not only survived, we have survived with 
hope Tikvah. I don’t know what Sam’s final days were like. I hope he was able to live 
with hope until almost his final moment.
 
    I sometimes find myself looking out and wondering, like you Why. . I found myself 
asking this watching this beautiful young man who has now left this world far too soon.  
From Sam’s wisdom we can learn to be OK  with what we ultimately can't do, with the 
questions we ultimately can't answer. There are other things we can do and other 
questions we can answer well.  In response to the question what do we do, we take our 
cues from both   Prime Minister Sharon, and Sam Berns.  We can go Forward!  May 
each of their memories be for a blessing.
 

Shabbat Shalom,
Rabbi



Email me at Rabbi@ohev.org  
Rabbi Eliott N. Perlstein
Ohev Shalom of Bucks County
www.ohev.org
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