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i took my son bowling the other day and saw 
the bronx zoo—tattooed on the legs of the 
fellow in the next alley. There they were, 
the lions and tigers and bears, all colorfully 
emblazoned on his calves and shins. Tat-

toos, once limited to sailors and truck drivers, 
are now part of the culture. A Pew research 
poll shows that more than a third of young 
adults in the u.S. sport at least one tattoo. but 
we aren’t speaking about a blue anchor with 
MOM inscribed. They’ve expanded to include 
dragons and angels, sports teams and rock 
stars, flowers and butterflies, movie stars, cars, 
cigarettes, and guns. from traditional to jap-
anese—if you can think it, we can ink it. And 
not just one tattoo—coverage—sleeves, going 
from shoulder to wrist, entire sections of the 
body: neck to waist, shoulders and backs, all 
adorned and embellished. 

What does this mean? imagine that you were 
handed the keys to a brand new, luxury vehi-
cle, all decked out—sleek and beautiful, and it’s 
now yours. no matter what your appreciation of 
cars, if i were to take a key and scratch a line 
straight down the length of it—you would have 
much to say to me. “you defaced my vehicle. 
you vandalized it.” 

not body art—body defacement
The Sefer HaChinuch explains that we are 

forbidden to put tattoos on our body because it 
is the sign of a slave. An owner brands his cow, 
a master marks his slave. We are an exalted 
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People, and so the Torah forbids us from put-
ting such lowly markings on our body. 

 And that is the point; body art isn’t art—it is 
debasement. it takes the most precious form 
on the planet and denigrates it in a way that 
is difficult to describe. When you think of the 
body as a scratch pad—fill it up—with what-
ever, wherever, it doesn’t matter anyway—it’s 
just my body, the issue at stake is more than a 
show of vulgarity. it demonstrates a lack of self-
worth that is startling. it’s popularity is indicative 
of a society that has lost any sense of dignity 
and self-esteem. 

you may say, what 
does this have to do 
with us? not many 
of our chasanim are 
going to show up to 
the vort with the kal-
lah’s name tattooed 
across their biceps. 
While that is true, the 
times affect us and 
it manifests itself in 
many ways. 

Ask a 20-year-old 
bochur, “What are your goals in life”? “My goals 
in life? i mean…Whatever. you know, get mar-
ried, have kids. Whatever.” “i understand that, 
but what do you aspire towards? What are 
your dreams? What are your ambitions?” “My 
dreams? i mean… you know… Whatever.” 

Whatever. More than a phrase—it defines a 
value system. go with the flow. follow the path 
of least resistance. just carry on. Whatever. 

As part of my work with the Shmuz, i speak 
to many groups, of different ages, in different 
settings: from Holocaust survivors, to secular 
intellectuals, Chassidic, misnagdim, yeshivish, 
modern, and at this point not much shakes me 
up. yet, when i am asked to address a group 
of 20-somethings, a sense of terror grips me. 
And trust me, it isn’t their intellectual vigor that 
inspires fear in my heart; it is their complacency, 

their lack of energy 
and drive—their total, 
complete—whatever. 

i recently spoke 
to such a group and 
i gave them one of 
my most power-
ful presentations—
entitled Heroes. it is 
about setting goals 
and reaching for the 
stars; it sites moving 
inspirational exam-
ples from athletes, 

businessmen, and gedolei yisrael. Typically, 
during this shmuz you can hear a pin drop. With 
this group it was also quiet—but not because 
of their rapt attention—they sat there like wet 
noodles. The boredom and heaviness was pal-
pable. i said to someone after, i have to leave. 

op-ed

THey’ve fOrgOTTen All AbOuT THeir OWn Self-WOrTH

op-ed

i’m getting depressed looking at 
these guys. 

i hate to date myself, but when 
i was a young man, when you left 
yeshiva, you set out to make your-
self into something. you pursued 
a career, or an education, and if 
you went into business—it was 
to make a lot of money. you were 
prepared to do what it takes—
sleeping under the desk at night 
if necessary. That isn’t what you 
see today. (if you ask employers 
to describe the key motivators of 
this age group, it isn’t money—
nor advancement and career, not 
job titles or the corner office—it is 
fringe benefits, as in how much 
time off do i get? Can i take off 
to go skiing with my buddies, you 
know—chill time.) 

And now the real question is: 
who is to blame? And i am afraid 
that the answer is us: the parents, 
the mentors, the teachers, the 
rebbeim, and the yeshivas. you 
see, we have formed an insular 
world. We have our own music, 
our own singers, our own movies, 
our own newspapers, and our 
own magazines (you are reading 
one now). in short, we have cre-
ated our own culture. in many 
senses, this is a stunning accom-
plishment. We have also adopted 
some of the mores of the times. 
not in the way we dress or speak 
(or adorn our bodies) but in mono-
lithic thinking. All that is sweet are 
cookies, and all cookies must be 
vanilla, and cut from the same 
mold. The result is a stifling of cre-
ativity and any sense of achieve-
ment outside that exact box. 

Hashem did not create a single 
human being for mediocrity. He 
created us with the potential to be 
greater than the melachim (angels). 
but that potential isn’t for me to be 

like you, or him, or anyone else for 
that matter. it is the potential to be 
me. To take my strengths, my abili-
ties and my talents, and become 
the great individual that Hashem 
has destined me to be. 

While it will take time to influ-
ence our institutions, as parents it 
is our obligation to foster a sense 
of individuality within our children. 
We need to encourage them to 
excel in their unique areas using 
their particular strengths and tal-
ents. for a limited number of them 
it will be in areas of academics, 
but for far more, it will be in areas 
not included in the school day: 
talents and abilities, hobbies and 
interests. if every bais yaakov girl’s 
answer to what she does outside 
of school is talk to her friends, 
and read all the newest jewish 
novels—one begins to wonder. 

ultimately, true self-worth 
comes from knowing that we were 
created in the image of Hashem. 
This understanding brings about 
a powerful change in perspec-
tive. My body isn’t a chalk board 
for scribbling; it is a vehicle that 
enables me to reach stellar 
heights. My time on this planet 
isn’t unlimited and cheap; it is my 
most precious commodity—with 
it i can accomplish my mission in 
life, and reach greatness. 

but more than anything, know-
ing that i was created in the image 
of HASHeM, i understand that 
when i walk down the street, yar-
mulke on top of my head, i am not 
just some guy. i am a member of 
the chosen nation, and i represent 
that People. i represent Hashem 
Himself. And so, i am worthy 
of respect, and certainly of self 
-respect. i am a great individual. 

yeah, rabbi, i guess you’re 
right, but you know—whatever. •
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