Coming to grips with awe
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Angels in human form

By SAUL J. BERMAN

Temporary withdrawal from pleasure wasn't the problem, it was the rationale offered for doing it.

Very early in my life I became aware that I really didn't want to be an angel. It was not that I had anything against angels, it was just that I wasn't sure that they existed altogether - and even if they did, I certainly didn't want to be like them.

I couldn't imagine having to do only what God said to do, without any room for personal discretionary judgment, and I really chafed at the idea of only being able to do one thing at a time. Anyway, I figured, if God had wanted me to be an angel, He wouldn't have bothered creating me with a body and bodily desires, with a mind and the freedom to make independent decisions.

Besides all of that, as a young boy I don't think I had a single teacher who would for a moment have thought to call me angelic.

But every year my determination not to be an angel created a problem for me, as my rabbis kept teaching me that on Yom Kippur the reason for not eating and drinking, as well as the other elements of withdrawal from bodily pleasures, had to do with our striving to be like angels.

I didn't object to the withdrawals themselves; they seemed quite manageable, albeit not pleasurable. It was no big deal to fast for a day, not to bathe or use annointing oils, to avoid leather shoes and sexual relations (whatever that mystery meant to a fifth grader.)

No, the problem was not in the "innuyim," the self-abnegation, the problem was in the rationale being offered, which I could not for a moment accept as an accurate reflection of God's will for me.

The dilemma remained with me for a long time. It was not relieved by the discovery that an early Midrash had provided the origin of the idea that on Yom Kippur we try to be like angels. My mitnagdic, rationalist upbringing was not to be overcome by a mysterious, hassidic-sounding Midrash.

A SERIOUS alternative understanding began to form as I recognized a common thread in all temporary withdrawals mandated by the Torah. I understood it first in relation to Shabbat and its prohibition against melacha - against the productive manipulation of objects for human benefit - against ploughing and cooking and sewing and cutting and building and transporting and kindling fire.

It was clear that the Torah meant no negation of the significance or holiness of human productivity. After all, six days are to be devoted to melacha, and only one to refraining from it.

This observation led me to the realization that the purpose of temporary withdrawal in the Torah was in fact the affirmation of the significance of the activity as an essential human endeavor which, however, requires periodic withdrawal for the purpose of evaluation.

Thus refraining from our usual productive roles on Shabbat does not suggest that the life of the spirit is even more important than the life of productive transformation of the world, rather that the productive role is a vital human activity which requires infusion with higher values.

On Shabbat we need to ask ourselves whether we engage in our productive roles during the other six days with sufficient sensitivity to the needs of others, with adequate care for the needs of the poor and the oppressed. We need to challenge our own ethical standards in our exercise of authority over the lives and well being of others, whether they be more or less like ourselves.

We need to ask whether the product we produce has value and integrity, whether it has wholeness.

Other areas of temporary prohibitions are to be understood similarly. The withdrawal from the sexual relationship between husband and wife for some days of every menstrual cycle is not a negation of the significance of that dimension of the spousal relationship. On the contrary, it is an affirmation of its significance and a call to think about the goals of intimacy and mutuality, of commitment and interdependence - and whether they are being adequately achieved within the context of that marital relationship.

BUT BEING a fully Jewish person means periodically subjecting all those aspects of our lives to scrutiny. It means, when we are hungry on Yom Kippur afternoon, not escaping but tuning in to our hunger and asking ourselves critical questions.

If today were not Yom Kippur, what would I be eating, and how much? Would I be sufficiently concerned with whether others have enough to eat? Would I be ready to share?

Observing the fast of Yom Kippur properly means being ready to ask ourselves hard questions about how we usually arrange for our physical comforts, and about whether we acquire and allocate our resources ethically and honestly. Observing Yom Kippur demands that we confront the truth about our intimate relationships, so that holiness and ethical values, not just pleasure, can be furthered in every aspect of our lives.

I guess that God will not be unhappy about my not becoming fully an angel - so long as I become fully a person.

Rabbi Saul J. Berman is the Director of Edah, a young organization devoted to the rejuvenation of modern Orthodoxy.
Bridge back to ourselves

By YOSEF KLEINER

A complex world rejects simplicity. But it's the first requirement for becoming better people.

One of the characteristics of modern Western civilization is its lack of simplicity. We are invaded by and immersed in complicated political, economic and ideological conflicts. We think of simplicity as being too "naive" for us.

We tend to see differences between things more than points in common. Our minds demand sophisticated thinking as the way to understand the world.

It all reminds me of the two Jews who meet in the train, and one asks the other: "Where are you going?"

"To Minsk," comes the answer.

And the first Jew thinks: "Why is he lying to me? He says he's going to Minsk, so I should think he's going to Pinsk. But I know that he is really going to Minsk!"

However, there comes a time in the year - The Days of Awe - when we Jews have to return to our most simple, naked, inner selves. And if we are able to return to the simple meaning of words and confront our simple, everyday acts - usually the most significant ones - we can build a bridge of tefila, tzedaka, and teshuva (usually rendered as prayer, charity and repentance), a bridge connecting us back to the whole of Creation, to ourselves, and to God.

BUT SIMPLE does not mean easy. Tefila, tzedaka, and teshuva are the most difficult acts for an individual, requiring deep and sincere commitment of body and soul. They force us to recognize our limits, to see how powerless we really are. But they also help us to see the path to self-improvement, and to begin walking along it.

Tefila is not only praying, saying the words somebody else wrote. It is about making those words - and my own words - invade me and modify me. While pronouncing them I must let them become a torrent that forces me to reflect on my deepest self, on my deeds, on my relationships, on my past and my future.

The Hebrew verb lehitpalel literally means "to judge oneself." I turn to God and beg Him help me change myself.

We human beings have many critical moments in our lives. We arrive at a certain balance, then we lose it and must begin again.

Thus tefila is ceaseless. We never get to the point of not needing it any more, because it helps us constantly to seek that balance.

As for tzedaka, it's not really about charity but about seeking a genuine and sincere justice, one where each person has what he or she needs. Justice is equilibrium - but real equilibrium, and not a statistical one. We tend to measure our world in statistical terms. But that's not the reality of justice.

If, statistically speaking, we are told that over a certain area there is one physician for each 1,000 people, it doesn't mean that is exactly how it is. One location may have a doctor for each 200 people, while another has a doctor for each 10,000!

That is not tzedaka, which demands that I not remain idle in face of your needs. I must act so as to help you solve your problem - regardless of what that problem is.

Teshuva means both "response" and "return." But a response to what? And a return to where?

Let us remember the first question in the Torah. It is God asking the first human being: "Adam, ayeka? (Human being, where are you?) Teshuva, as a response, is an answer to that very first question. God isn't just asking the Jews, but all humankind: "Where are you? Where have your actions taken you? Have you made any progress in taking your share of responsibility toward Creation?"

God's question comes back in each generation, in each society, in each human being. And response demands return - looking back and evaluating. Enquiring and digging into our most profound selves. Returning to our last point of departure, trying to understand whether we have forged ahead or wandered around in a circle - or, indeed, walked backward.

And while we respond, we return to the Nature from which we were formed, to what we share with all other creatures, plants and materials. Teshuva affords us the possibility of returning to our first and basic relationship with God.

We need to let more simplicity into our society, sometimes we need even to be naive. We need to build that bridge of tefila, tzedaka, and teshuva back to ourselves, and to God.

The writer is rabbi of the Masorti congregation Adat Shlom Emanuel in Rehovot.
A scandalous day

By MICHAEL MARMUR

However macabre it sounds, Yom Kippur is meant to be a near-death experience.

The story goes of two babies who are comparing notes in the Maternity Ward of Hadassah hospital. After exchanging pleasantries, one newborn asks the other if she might use his spare pacifier, since her own has fallen to the ground.

The baby boy looks shocked at the very suggestion, and retorts: "Do you think I was born yesterday?"

In Israel, no one ever wants to be thought of as having been born yesterday. Anything less than complete expertise is regarded as a confession of vulnerability. We are the ultimate achievers, and no sin is more heinous than an admission of weakness.

There is a clash of substance and of style between the stereotype New Israeli and the major themes of Atonement and Repentance.

Our society nurtures images of citizens who are fearless, and who take account of no one. Suddenly we are confronted with a day which speaks of fear and awe, even inviting God to bestow it upon us. And we find ourselves encouraged to make an accounting of ourselves.

No wonder there are so many techniques for evading the harsh messages of the day. After all, we don't need all that depressing talk of mortality and morality. We weren't born yesterday.

The season of the High Holydays is a great challenge to this view of the world. We may not have been born yesterday, but, as our tradition has it, during the month of Tishrei each of us is re-created. Suddenly, being vulnerable is not a mark of shame, but a badge of courage.

YOM KIPPUR is not a subject for a newspaper article. A newspaper is all about time: its hectic passage, its ravages, its ironies.

Yom Kippur has little to do with time, and much to do with eternity. It deals with ultimate issues; newspapers invariably deal with less-than-ultimate events.

We are much better at dealing with time than with eternity. Passover, which stands at the far pole of the Jewish calendar, is very popular, and not just because of the food. It allows us to read ourselves into history.

The Day of Atonement is hard not just because of the lack of food but because of the lack of a context: We are somehow expected to consider ourselves in a weightless and timeless state, floating in a sea of atonement.

Yom Kippur is a scandalous day for those of us who live in the modern world. It conjures up the prospect of death, still a great taboo in our society. It enjoins healthy and vigorous people to step off their treadmills for a moment and listen to the fragile beating of their own hearts.

Many of us, regardless of denomination or stated belief, find the challenge and scandal of Yom Kippur too difficult to bear. As a consequence, inventive techniques are developed which help keep its subversive message at bay.

We busy ourselves with the business of fasting, or revel in the rebellion of eating as normal. We obsess on the seating arrangements, or the heating arrangements, or the bicycles. Some have other, more subtle methods. They allow the nostalgia of tunes and prayers to mask the uncomfortable implications of the day.

Rabbis too are by no means immune to the temptations of evasion and denial. We can busy ourselves with the stage directions and the questions of diplomacy, and let slide the difficult business of facing up to our deeds and our lives.

When it comes to the Day of Atonement, there are no experts, and no masters. Each person is exposed as mortal; those of us who like to think of themselves as significant may be particularly offended by the very thought.

If we teach our children from their first days that they weren't born yesterday; if we encourage them only to be assertive and effective, we also limit their possibility to grow and change tomorrow.

My own personal version of preparation for Yom Kippur always begins with a sense of how absurd and limited I am, and how grand I pretend to be. Usually, in my position, this is a forbidden thought because there are so many in this country who want to prove that all Reform rabbis are indeed absurd and limited.

But this is a time for apologies, not apologetics; for private repentance, not public relations. So I try to bring to mind the inadequacies and the errors, the times when I was angry instead of smart, and when I was clever instead of genuine.

Whoever is too self-impressed to come to terms with these truths might just as well skip straight forward to Succot: Yom Kippur will pass them by.

However macabre it sounds, Yom Kippur is meant to be a near-death experience. Confronted with the scandal of my own inevitable demise, this year or next or in 70 years' time, I need to acknowledge my weaknesses and vulnerabilities.

If I want a chance of being renewed tomorrow, I begin with the admission: I was indeed born yesterday.

The writer is Director of the Hebrew Union College in Jerusalem.
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