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  Shabbat Shalom! In this week’s Torah portion, Naso, the people are 
living in the desert, after having been freed from Egypt. Moses tells the 
people many laws about how to live. One of these laws is about being a 
Nazarite. A Nazarite is someone who dedicates their life to be closer to God. 
They can’t drink wine, or anything else made from a grape vine. They have 
to devote their hair to God, so they can’t get a haircut. 

  

I wondered why there is a restriction on cutting hair. This made me 
think about what hair and other visual symbols of self expression could mean 
for us today.  The Torah tells the Nazarites not to defile, or desecrate, their 
consecrated hair. This could happen if they cut their hair, or if someone dies 
near them. If that happens, they would have to shave their head and offer up 
their hair to god. Then they undergo a ritual to rededicate themselves to 
God. 

  

A commentary I read by Professor Robert Alter says the Nazarites 
didn’t cut their hair because it was a clear sign that the person was a nazarite. 
This makes sense to me. Hair is a visible symbol of identity, so not cutting 
your hair could easily send a message to other people. During biblical times, 
if you saw someone with really long hair, you could tell they were a nazarite 
just by looking at them.  



  

In Leviticus, the Torah says “You shall not round off the side-growth 
on your head, or destroy the side-growth of your beard.” Today, some 
orthodox men still observe this rule, by wearing long sideburns called pay-es. 
It seems possible that they do it because it sets them apart as a very Orthodox 
Jew in a clear visual way. It is also a tradition that they are carrying out that 
goes back a long time and connects to their Jewish identity. 

  

Hair is a sign of cultural identity in many cultures. For example, in the 
article “The Significance Of Hair In Native American Culture” by Barbie 
Stensgar, it says that in many tribes, having long hair represents a strong 
identification with their tribe. The author’s grandfather had to cut his hair 
when he went off to boarding school. This act of cutting his hair was trying 
to strip away his culture and identity. The dominant culture was telling him 
that his culture wasn’t as important as theirs. That this could happen, and 
still happens in some places,  is really upsetting to me. I want people to be 
able to express who they are without fear. 

  

Visual signs like hair can also express someone’s gender identity. I’ve 
learned that the way hair is thought to express gender has changed over time, 
but I grew up thinking the norm was long hair for women and short hair for 
men, even though I knew people who went against it. Now, it’s easier to go 
against gender norms, but a lot of people I’ve seen still stick to them. I like 
my hair kind of short (If the quarantine keeps going, I might not have a 
choice!), but if I ever wanted to grow it out long, now that I’ve thought 
about this issue, it would be easier for me to be brave. 



  

Another way people express themselves with a physical sign is through 
clothing. For example, on Purim or Halloween, people can dress and look 
however they want to and they won’t get judged or teased. Last Halloween, 
my dad made me a pacman ghost as my costume. It looked like a pacman 
ghost from the front and a scared pacman ghost from the back. It was an 
amazing, silly costume, but it would be kind of embarrassing to wear it not 
on Halloween. But on Halloween, because everyone was in costume, it was 
fun to wear it. It made me feel young and playful and I really enjoyed that. 
Holidays like Halloween or Purim bring out the inner playfulness of 
everyone. 

 

 Just like Nazarites wore their hair long to show their devotion to God, 
people today have different visual signs that express their values and 
identities. As I go forward, I want to pay more attention to these signs and 
make sure I’m true to who I am. I also want to do my part to make it safe for 
others to express themselves. 

 

 There’s a story about a particular Nazirite in the haftorah portion, the 
additional reading this week, named Samson. God says that Samson has to be 
a Nazarite from birth to death. This is strange, because usually becoming a 
nazarite is a choice. I was curious, so I learned about the rest of Samson’s 
story. Samson is supposed to be a hero, but after reading about him, I’m not 
so sure. I want to explore what being a hero really means to me. 

 



Samson was born a Nazarite, but he’s the most famous for his very 
long hair and how he lost his superhuman strength when Delilah cut his hair. 

  

I wonder if Samson really is a good role model or hero. Samson fought 
Israel’s enemies, but that doesn’t make him a hero. He was really violent, and 
he killed a lot of people. Sure he was strong, but strength isn’t what makes 
someone “good”. He was not compassionate or kind. 

  

  True heroes inspire people and are kind to people. I believe that Greta 
Thunberg is a modern day hero. She is standing up for what she thinks is 
right. She is taking huge risks for the good of the earth. People threaten her, 
and say terrible things about her, and she keeps going. She also inspires other 
people to fight for the earth. She has helped me see that anyone can make a 
difference, no matter how old or young they are. She is a hero to me and my 
whole generation, encouraging us to stand up for environmental justice. 

  

  I learned from studying my Torah portion about character, about 
standing up for what I think is right. I learned from the Nazarite story about 
defending my right and others’ rights to honest self-expression. From the 
story of Samson, I learned that a true hero helps and inspires others, rather 
than using their power cruelly. I hope that, going forward, everyone will try 
to stay true to who they are, stand up for others, and be kind and 
compassionate. 

  

 
 


