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My mother in Israel had asked me to pick up a water trough for her pet parakeets, Oofie and Goofie. Apparently the old one had sprung a leak and the birds were getting frustrated. Israel has won five wars, perfected hydroponics and launched its own spy satellite, but its pet stores did not seem to stock a $1 container for a bird cage. So I picked one up in the States and brought it with me on my latest visit. My mother was overjoyed and immediately filled and placed it into the cage, assuming the birds would lap it up.

The birds were a bit nonplussed at the sudden change to their habitat. They seemed to wonder, "what is this odd-shaped hot pink intruder our owner stuck in our home?" They would have none of the trough or its thirst-quenching waters. Instead, they preferred to do what they loved best, playing with their hanging toy and their mirror, on opposite sides of the cage. They certainly looked at the trough from time to time, but paid it no serious attention.

By the second day my mother began to grow nervous. "Why won't they drink the water?" she asked me with great concern in her voice. The third and fourth days were not much better - instead of drinking, they pushed most of the water onto the cage floor, only to evaporate back into the atmosphere.

I don't know how this story will end, but it occurred to me that it can serve as a parable for life itself. The cage represents Olam Hazeh, the birds - humans, the concerned owner - Hashem. The toy and the mirror are the material distractions that absorb our attention, pulling us away from the life-giving waters of Torah, which are readily available if we but open our eyes. 

The parable only goes so far, thankfully. For unlike the birds, we humans have been given signposts and guidelines from Hashem as to the water's location. The mitzvot are designed to help us keep our focus on what's really important in life so we never get too far from the Source of our existence.

