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What is life about? Why did God place us on this 
earth? Why did God give the Jewish people the To-
rah? These are fundamental questions whose an-
swers every Jew should rightly know, or at least be 
engaged in discovering.

And yet, many Jews – even those who have spent 
several years studying in post-high school yeshivos 
– are rather ignorant when it comes to basic Jewish 
philosophy and hashkafa, Rabbi Ben Tzion Shafi er, 
founder of The Shmuz, told The Jewish Press. “I spent 
15 years [as a rebbe] in a high school classroom and 
one of my early-on discoveries was that these fellas 
were very learned in the basics of Gemara and Chu-
mash, but were clueless of the basics of Judaism.”

Rabbi Shafi er tried fi lling in this gap of knowl-
edge in his own classroom through studying such 
mussar works as Mesillas Yesharim, but he lat-
er discovered that this same ignorance plagued 
married men as well. And so eight years ago, he 
started The Shmuz – a program under which he 
offers 45-minute lectures on fundamental Jewish 
ideas that are then uploaded to, and made avail-
able for download, at www.TheShmuz.com. The 
site currently features 200 such shiurim.

Rabbi Shafi er also often reworks his lectures 
into articles that appear, among other places, in 
The Jewish Press where he has a regular column. 
On April 1, Rabbi Shafi er’s latest book, Stop Sur-
viving, Start Living, will hit bookstores.

The Jewish Press: How would you de-
scribe your new book?

Rabbi Shafi er: It’s a powerful and engaging 
work that deals with all of the major hashkafi c 
issues that a thinking Jew should be thinking 
about: Why did Hashem create me? What are we 
doing here? Why is there suffering? All of the ques-
tions that a person should have asked and should 
have answers to, but typically doesn’t.

These types of questions, and the topics you 
speak about in your lectures, seem more appro-
priate for ba’alei teshuvah. And yet, your book 
and shiurim are geared toward men who have 
spent most of their lives in yeshiva.

That’s a very good point. Somewhere along the 
line in the yeshiva system, they assume these ques-
tions were dealt with and answered. But unfortu-
nately, the reality is quite the opposite.

In a kiruv setting, these points are fundamental 
because you have to convince someone to take on 
a lifestyle that he hasn’t had before. If you’re frum 
you already have that lifestyle, so the assumption is 
that you don’t need those answers. But if you don’t 
have those answers, you don’t know why you’re do-
ing what you’re doing.

And that largely explains robotic Judaism – Jews 
who go through the motions, who put on tefi llin, and 
who even learn Daf Yomi. But it’s completely ex-
ternal; it’s an experience that lacks heart, emotion, 
commitment, and passion. So while I agree with 
you that this material is typically discussed before 

kiruv audiences, it’s also tremendously needed for 
the frum world.

Is something wrong with our educational 
system if those who go through it don’t know 
Judaism’s fundamentals?

On the one hand, our educational system is fl our-
ishing. There are yeshivas and Bais Yaakovs that are 
doing tremendous jobs; we have boys and girls learn-
ing on a very high academic level. However, there 
are defi nitely certain holes in the system and there 
are things missing. One of the areas that unfortu-
nately is not addressed suffi ciently is basic hashka-
fa, emunah, and bitachon, and why we do the things 
that we do.

How would you suggest schools fix this 
problem?

As a high school rebbe, I spent a tremendous 
amount of time, energy and resources addressing 
this very issue, and I created curriculum to give over 
perspectives and hashkafa points to young men. So 
to answer your question directly, I would develop 
curriculum and present it grade level by grade lev-
el, depending on the maturity of the students and 
the perspective and outlook of the particular yeshi-
va or classroom.

What type of books would you use in this 
curriculum? The Kuzari? Mesillas Yesharim? 
The Nineteen Letters?

Here is the problem. How do you take a clas-
sic mussar sefer that was written 1,000 years ago, 
or even 500 years ago, and make it relevant to the 
modern student?

That’s what The Shmuz does. It takes princi-
ples that you’ll see in Chazal or in mussar sefarim 
and brings them to light in a way that you can feel 
touched by them in the 21st century. It speaks in lan-
guage and uses parables and examples that are very 
concrete and real in our world.

What is the message behind the title of your 

new book, Stop Surviving, Start Living?
I think it’s a very good encapsulation of a phe-

nomenon that we see today. Ask the average per-
son, “How are you doing?” and you’ll hear something 
along the lines of, “I’m surviving,” “I’m hanging in 
there.” Now “hanging in there” and “surviving” is 
the type of answer you’d expect from someone who 
has just been diagnosed with terminal cancer. But 
how do you explain it coming from people who are 
living in the lap of luxury, enjoying freedom, oppor-
tunity, and wealth?

The reason why people use that expression, un-
fortunately, is because it’s indicative of a tremendous 
malaise of our generation, which is that happiness, 

joy – simchas hachaim – seems to be lacking. 
Now, one of the side benefi ts of leading a Torah 
lifestyle and, in fact, one of the indicators of how 
religious you are, is how happy you are. That’s 
not to say that every moment of life is wonder-
ful or that there aren’t crises and problems. But 
if a person fundamentally understands why he’s 
here and why Hashem created him and is living 
a life of meaning with passion, he’s going to en-
joy and love life.

So the trajectory of this book is to introduce 
a life perspective where you stop surviving and 
start living – where you create a life of meaning, 
of passion, and thereby enjoy life. It’s not the rea-
son Hashem created us and it’s not the purpose 
of the Torah, but one of the ancillary benefi ts of 
leading a Torah lifestyle is you’ll enjoy this world 
to a much greater extent.

You also addressed this issue in an arti-
cle you once wrote, called “Generation W – 
the ‘Whatever’ Generation.”

Yes, you’ll fi nd the expression “whatever” a lot 
in the younger generation, where you see the mani-
festation of this phenomenon [of people lacking hap-
piness and purpose] in a much clearer way. What 
are you going to be? Whatever. What are you going 
to accomplish? Whatever. What are you going to be 
when you grow up? Whatever. I believe this “what-
ever” is indicative of a tremendous lack of desire, of 
passion, of goals, of aspirations. It’s just “whatever,” 
I’ll do “whatever,” I’ll be “whatever,” I’ll get married 
and have kids, and whatever.

You have mentioned several times that 
many Jews don’t know the answers to such ba-
sic questions as “Why did Hashem create us?” 
and “What are we doing on this earth?” With-
out giving away too much of your book, can 
you provide a very brief answer?

Step number one is Hashem is the benefactor. 
Hashem wants us to enjoy. Hashem created us for 
a purpose. He put us in this world to grow and ac-
complish and to enjoy our station in the World to 
Come. But there are many things that Hashem put 
into this world for us to enjoy. A person who is lead-
ing a Torah lifestyle properly will be focused on the 
World to Come, but will fi nd tremendous enjoyment 
in this world.

JERUSALEM – The Israeli government has au-
thorized a large scale archeological dig at Tel Shi-
lo, the ancient biblical site that housed the Mishkan 
(Tabernacle) and served as the Jewish nation’s spir-
itual capital under the leadership of Joshua and the 
Judges for nearly 370 years.

Tel Shilo, which is located north of Beit El in the 
Binyamin Regional Council (Samaria), adjacent to 
the modern settlement of Shilo, has become a popu-
lar attraction for local and foreign tourists. 

While the goal of the dig is to showcase the life 
and times of ancient Israel, Tzofi a Dorot, manager 
and public relations director of the Tel Shilo tour-
ist site, acknowledged that the location (in the heart 
of the Ephraim Hills) could prompt an internation-
al uproar.

“No doubt, this is going to make political waves, 
on a local and international scale,” she told The Jew-
ish Press. “And it couldn’t come at a more crucial 
time with everything that is going on in the region, 
with the international community clamoring for Is-
rael to make concessions. 

“The effort to discredit and delegitimize our 
connection to the Land of Israel is gathering 
steam. It has been particularly intense since Ara-
fat denied that the Jewish Temple ever existed 
in Jerusalem. But even before the announcement 
of the large-scale dig, we were been seeing more 
and more local and foreign visitors here every 
day. I am certain that once we begin the actu-
al work the interest and visits will increase ex-
ponentially.” 

Remnants of ancient Shilo’s ramparts were un-
covered in previous excavations, including parts of 
the city walls, homes, wine and oil presses, cisterns 
and huge warehouses containing enormous earthen 
jars that once contained oil, wine and fl our destined 
for use in the Mishkan.

A number of residents of modern day Shilo, which 
was re-established in 1977, have picked up where 
their forefathers left off, engaging in a variety of 
agricultural endeavors. Several boutique wineries 
in the region have been lauded by local and inter-
national wine experts as being among the best in 
the country.

Dorot is actively engaged in raising funds for a 
new Tel Shilo educational and historical visitor’s 
center in anticipation of headline-making discover-
ies. “Recently,” she said, “we had three companies 
present their ideas for development of a major vis-
itor center. I believe that once we’ve uncovered the 
secrets buried here for over 2,000 years, many peo-
ple will come forward to help us create a magnifi -
cent center.” 

Editor’s Note: Readers interested in learning 
more about Tel Shilo can contact Dorot at telshilo@
gmail.com.
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