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Getting high: the jewish view
ABSTRACT

We just came from the holiday of Purim, when one is obligated to reach such a state of intoxication that one cannot differentiate between a blessing and a curse.

One of the hot topics in today’s news is the legalization of marijuana – another agent of intoxication. And we have to ask – is this a blessing or a curse?

Colorado, Washington, and other states are legalizing the sale of cannabis. Its consumption has been rampant for a while; its legalization will likely increase its usage. Is this good or bad? 
We know that legalizing weed will remove the criminal element from the chain of production and distribution, and that it will be good for the tax bottom line, but what about for the human being’s bottom line? Is getting high an elevating experience or one of descent? Does marijuana make us better or worse?

What is the Torah’s take on this and other controlled substances? Should they or should they not be legally available for consumption? And is there a difference between alcohol and marijuana? 
Finally, what lessons can we learn from all this?

Read responsibly.

GETTING HIGH: THE jEWISH VIEW
1. Intoxicating Humor (Joke)

A bar owner locked up his place at 2 AM and went home to sleep. He had been in bed only a few minutes when the phone rang. “What time do you open up in the morning?” he heard an obviously inebriated man inquire.

The owner was furious. He slammed down the receiver and went back to bed. A few minutes later, there was another call and he heard the same voice ask the same question. “Listen,” the owner shouted, “there’s no sense in asking me what time I open because I wouldn’t let a person in your condition inside.”

“You don’t understand,” the caller interjected. “I don’t want to get in, I want to get out!”

2. Reasons to Drink
Some drink because they want to get in. Others because they want to get out. Some want to get into a certain mood, into a certain place, into a certain state of being, so they drink. Others want to get out of a certain mood, out of a certain place, out of a certain state of being, so they drink. 
If we were to generalize, we might say that people drink alcohol or use a drug because they are looking for one of two things – to get high or get out of a low.

We are coming off the holiday of Purim. In three week’s time begins the holiday of Passover. The Talmud
 states that on Purim it is our obligation to get so intoxicated that we cannot differentiate between cursing Haman, the villain of the Purim story, and blessing Mordechai, the hero of the story. Moreover, Passover, too, is a rather boozy holiday, when we imbibe four cups of wine during the Seder. As we can all attest, when the Seder begins to wind down in the wee hours of the morning, our heads are spinning like a merry-go-round.
So is the Torah for getting high?
3. Legalizing Marijuana

One of the hot topics in recent U.S. news is the legalization of marijuana. Different states throughout the country have legalized it, or are about to legalize it, or are thinking of legalizing it. Some say only medicinal marijuana should be legal, to ease the pain of suffering patients; others think that all marijuana should be legal for anyone anywhere; and still others believe marijuana should never be legal for anyone anywhere.

But what is Judaism’s take on all of this? And what does our constitution, the Torah, say about it?

On one hand, the Torah, it seems, definitely advocates getting high. As I just mentioned, Purim is a holiday of intoxication; Simchat Torah is a holiday of drink, as is Passover. Even Shabbat meals begin with a drink of wine. 

On the other hand, it would seem a bit out of character for the Torah, God’s blueprint of living, whose pages direct and instruct our every move, to advocate intoxication, inebriation, or recreational medication. So let’s take a closer look.
4. Two Themes
This week’s Torah reading – Parshat Shemini – is divided into two general themes. The first half continues where the previous portion left off, discussing the Divine Presence in the Sanctuary, the different offerings that were brought at the Sanctuary’s consecration, and how the divine fire upon the altar consumed the offerings. The second half discusses the intricate laws of kashrut and ritual purity.

The first half seems to be very spiritual – offerings, fires, altars – while the second half seems very technical and physical. So what’s the connection between the two? 
These two themes are bridged by an interesting episode:

And Aaron's sons, Nadav and Avihu, each took his pan, put fire in them, and placed incense upon it, and they brought before the Lord strange fire, which He had not commanded them. And fire went forth from before the Lord and consumed them, and they died before the Lord…

Aaron, the High Priest, had four sons. Nadav and Avihu, Aaraon’s two elder boys, had a burning desire and passion to connect with the Divine
 in the newly erected Sanctuary (Mishkan).  To achieve their goal to come close to a Higher Reality, the brothers offered fire and incense to God, and entered into the Sanctuary in an intoxicated state. 
But God had not commanded them to do what they did, and their offering was considered an aish zarah, a “a strange fire,” a foreign substance. As powerful and holy their desire was, they did what they did of their own volition. Thus, their unauthorized trip into the Sanctuary resulted in their being consumed by the fiery high they wished to attain.

Because of this incident,
 the Torah tells us the following:

And the Lord spoke to Aaron, saying: “Do not drink wine that will lead to intoxication,
 neither you nor your sons with you, when you go into the Tent of Meeting, so that you shall not die.”

These three verses are a direct commandment from God and they clearly state that we may not, in certain situations and circumstances, drink to intoxication. These verses, in other words, initiated the original Prohibition.

However, if you read the verses closely, you will notice that this prohibition applies to the priests – to Aaron and his sons. For this reason, until this very day, Kohanim do not drink, for at any moment, the Temple could be rebuilt and their services required. And they must be sober to perform their duties.

(This means, interestingly, that the term High Priest is a misnomer. If he gets high, he isn’t being very priestly at all.)

5. Eternal Statute

Then the Torah takes it further: 
This is an eternal statute for your generations, to distinguish between sacred and mundane and between pure and impure, and to instruct the children of Israel regarding all the statutes that the Lord has spoken to them through Moses.

Does this mean that the Torah prohibits all drinking for all generations? And if yes, then why the obligation to become intoxicated on Purim, drink four cups of wine on Passover, drink too on Simchat Torah, make Kiddush on Shabbat, etc.?

Additionally, what is the meaning of the reason the Torah gives for this prohibition, to distinguish between sacred and mundane and between pure and impure? I’ve known some drunken people who could still distinguish between what is holy and what is profane, between what is pure and what is impure – just as I’ve known some sober people who couldn’t make that distinction at all. 
And, anyway, we might think there are many better reasons for not getting intoxicated or smashed or stoned or high, such as: because it is poisonous, addictive, selfish, unhealthy, and abusive. 
Why did the Torah specifically choose these reasons – to distinguish and define what is pure or impure, and holy or profane?

6. The Talmud Elaborates
There is a passage in the Talmud
 that elaborates on our verses:

Our rabbis have taught: to distinguish between sacred and mundane refers to vows of worth, or vows of valuation,
 or to things devoted or consecrated;
 and between pure and impure refers to the laws of tuma/impurity and tahara/purity; and to rule refers to halachic decisions; all the statutes refers to lectures; which the Lord has spoken refers to the Oral Law given at Sinai; through Moses refers to Talmud. 

Thus, according to the Talmud, we are prohibited from intoxication when we:

1. Evaluate the worth of another human being

2. Calculate the value of something consecrated

3. Define what is pure and what is impure

4. Offer halachic rulings

5. Lecture

6. Share the law from Sinai

7. Teach the Talmud

The Torah teaches something oh so very simple, but something that is also oh so very deep. Sure we can get high, but is getting high really the best way to reach the heights? 
The Torah teaches that we ARE high, so we don’t need to GET high. 
7. Life as a Machine
Before we can understand what this really means – what the Torah’s take on intoxication really is – we must understand what the Torah’s take on life is. Let us do this by way of an analogy – by comparing life to a machine.

Every machine has a designer and manufacturer. Then, every machine has an operator who is trained in working that machine. The machine comes, of course, with a user manual, instructing the operator how to and how not to use the machine. The more intricate and refined the machine, the more magnified all of these factors become. To operate an automobile is a relatively simple endeavor; to operate a space shuttle is a bit more complex.

Life is the most complex, intricate, and powerful machine in existence. Period. Its creator and manufacturer is God. We human beings are the operators of this machine. God supplies us with an instruction manual to teach us how to operate this awesome machine.

This instruction manual is called the Torah – Torah from the word ho’raah, meaning “instruction.” And the actions we do to operate this machine are the mitzvahs, the levers we pull, the buttons we press, the pedals we push to make this machine move in the most seamless, environmentally friendly and energy-efficient manner.

From a spiritual perspective, a well-running machine is one where every wheel, every gear, every wire, every knob is doing what it has to do. A non-functional – or dysfunctional – machine is one that has a cog or two are out of whack. 
When every mitzvah, as instructed in the Torah, is in place and enacted, then the engine of life is a well-oiled machine. When the opposite is true, then the opposite is true.

This analogy applies to life in general, to every single individual and to the universe as a whole. The composite universe is a highly complex and intricate machine. When all the gears are turning smoothly, then it is loving and peaceful place, but when they are not, then it is not. 
When the machine that is the world operates flawlessly, it is called Utopia for the world is unified and aligned. When it operates haphazardly, at times so painfully that it can break your heart, then it is called a place of Exile – a place for the displaced.

The mitzvahs are the deeds we do to align both our own personal machines and the universal machine with the purpose for which they were created, allowing them to operate optimally and divinely.

8. Government Warning
If you have ever been sober enough to read the label on a bottle of spirits, you would have come across the following words:

GOVERNMENT WARNING:

(1) According to the Surgeon General, women should not drink alcoholic beverages during pregnancy because of the risk of birth defects.

(2) Consumption of alcoholic beverages impairs your ability to drive a car or operate machinery, and may cause health problems.
What’s the reason for the warning? 
(1) Pregnant women are carrying fragile, sensitive, and developing life within them; drugs and alcohol are dangerous to such tenderness. 
(2) Drinking and driving, or operating any machinery, is dangerous because your unimpaired faculties are required to utilize and harness its potential, lest it become catastrophic. 
Intoxication impairs your faculties. It’s one thing to have impaired faculties if you’re sitting in the backseat of a limo or cab, or if you are not operating any machinery; but it is downright dangerous if you are sitting in the driver’s seat or are pushing the levers on a bulldozer.

9. On the Alert
Well, my friends, from a Torah perspective we are always carrying around tender life, and are always at the helm, in the driver’s seat. Because, you see, we were sent on a mission to this world, and we must always be on the alert and on call.

(1) We each carry around within us newborn life – that is, tender development of potential, ideas, and innocence. We have a Torah that guides and protects and directs this purity’s growth. A drug or artificial high certainly does not nourish this gift we possess, and may very well hurt it.

(2) If we cannot operate physical machinery while intoxicated, how much more so spiritual machinery! Our lives are sophisticated machines, so much more sophisticated than any automobile, and way more nuanced and powerful than any heavy machinery. So, if we cannot drive a car while drunk or high, how can we drive our life? If we cannot operate a machine of wires and steel, how can we ever operate a living being of flesh and blood?  

10. The Reasoning 
We live in a very practical, action-oriented world. We live not in theory; we live in tangible reality. 

This is why the Torah gives the reasoning for the prohibition to distinguish between sacred and mundane and between pure and impure, and to instruct the children of Israel regarding all the statutes that the Lord has spoken to them through Moses.
We may not be intoxicated when we are striving to live life to the fullest, when we are seeking to actually operate the machine in a real and concrete way. And this is practically covered by the following items that the Talmud explains from this week’s Torah reading:

1. To evaluate the worth of another human being, we must be sober and in touch with reality.

2. To calculate the value of something consecrated, we must too be consecrated, not getting high when the Torah says to be even-keeled, not to be even-keeled when the Torah says to get high.  

3. To define what is pure and what is impure, to differentiate between the innocent things and the distorted ones, we must be of honest mind and unencumbered heart.

4. To offer halachic rulings, which may include operating our own personal machine, to know what is and isn’t good for our machine, we need be sober.

5. To lecture, to speak, to communicate (and we all lecture, speak, communicate in our own way) we must be represent a spark of God.

6. To share the law from Sinai, we need be on the high mountainous substance of Sinai, not in the low canyon of artificial substance.
7. To teach Talmud, the encyclopedia of Judaism, we need be in touch with the mechanisms and instruments of life. (And we are all teachers as we model Judaism to those around us, whether we know it or not, whether we care or not.)
When we are drunk on this how could we ever want to drink or use anything else?

11. The Most Intoxicating Substance
The Torah doesn’t tackle legalization of substances, but the Torah does one simple thing: It shares with us the deepest, highest, most intoxicating and powerful substance out there – the soul (and the mitzvahs that guide its journey in this world).

The Torah tells each one of us: “You, you, and you are the most beautiful, handcrafted-by-God, living machine out there. Operate it and drive it as it was meant to be operated and driven. By connecting to the highest, you will become high yourself. Best of all, you can get this drug over the counter. No prescription necessary. You have the deepest deep, the highest high; do not spoil it by getting artificially high or deep.”
But then, you might ask: What about the mitzvah of drinking on Purim or Passover, or other holidays? 
When the Torah tells you to drink, then that is part of how you operate your machine – not because you like and want to drink, but because God, the Cosmic Engineer, commands you to do so as part of divine service. 
Even Nadav and Avihu, with all their pure intentions, were “burned” by a “strange fire,” because they drank and entered the Sanctuary without God’s permission or command. They did this counter to their divine purpose, which is to serve not on their terms, but on God’s. 
We learn from this that, when there is no divine command to drink, it is like offering a strange and dangerous fire, which can end up consuming us. 
Would we want a neurosurgeon to operate while high? NO!

Why not? Because neurosurgery is exacting, definitive work. 
So is life.

The reason the Torah says, “Don’t get high” is because you are already are high. If you, as a priest, are busy serving in the Temple, or if you are busy being a teacher explaining Jewish law and teaching children, or if you are connecting to our tradition and to Moses our teacher, then when exactly are you going to drink or smoke or snort? And why would you? You have a much greater high from your inheritance!

12. In Conclusion: High Five

A Frenchman, an Italian, an Englishman, a Japanese man, a German, a Russian, an American, and a Jew walk into a bar.

“I'm tired and thirsty,” says the Frenchman. “I must have a glass of fine Bordeaux.”

“I'm tired and thirsty,” says the Italian. “I must have a glass of homemade grappa.”

“I'm tired and thirsty,” says the Englishman. “I must have a glass of sweet sherry.”

“I'm tired and thirsty,” says the Japanese man. “I must have a glass of warm sake.”

“I'm tired and thirsty,” says the German. “I must have an Oktoberfest lager.”

“I'm tired and thirsty,” says the Russian. “I must have a glass of triple-distilled vodka.”

“I'm tired and thirsty,” says the American. “I must have a glass of Kentucky straight bourbon.”

“I'm tired and thirsty,” says the Jew. “I must have diabetes.”

We are all thirsty for something. The question is: With what do we quench our thirst? In this joke, the Russian uses vodka to slake his thirst, the German uses beer, and the Jew uses neurosis.

But, in truth, for the heavy-machine operator who is the Jew, the only thing thirst-quencher is the Torah. 

Getting high or drunk does not help us quench our thirst but instead dulls our taste buds and, more importantly, our minds, hearts and souls. As Jews, we can get naturally high without artificial, foreign or strange substances. 

As Jews we can get high whether or not marijuana is legal. As Jews we can get high by connecting to the highest thing, and by ingesting the most intoxicating substance out there – our own soul, a literal spark of the Divine flame that is God.

Why burn a strange flame, a foreign substance, when we have the most genuine flame, the most bona fide substance known to man?

For us Jews, the question is not whether or not marijuana should be legal. For us Jews, the question is whether or not we are aware of how high we already are.

Drink it all in and live responsibly.

Shabbat Shalom!
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� Megillah 7b.


� Leviticus 10:1-2.


� To come “close to God” (Leviticus 16:1). See Ohr HaChaim on the verse: They approached the supernal light out of their great love of the Holy, and thereby died. Thus they died by "divine kiss" such as experienced by the perfectly righteous; it is only that the righteous die when the divine kiss approaches them, while they died by their approaching it... Although they sensed their own demise, this did not prevent them from drawing near to G-d in attachment, delight, delectability, fellowship, love, kiss and sweetness, to the point that their souls ceased from them.


� See Rashi ad loc.


� This translation follows Rashi’s interpretation. The Hebrew words are yayin v’sheichar, literally meaning “wine and mead” (or other grain spirits).  See commentaries on verse for discussion on whether this prohibition refers to only grape products or all spirits.


� Leviticus 10:8-9.


� See Taanit 17a.


� Leviticus 10:10-11.


� Kritut 13b.


� These refer to evaluating a person’s worth if a person said I will give my worth or a pre-fixed rate of an individual’s value to the Temple. These laws are intricate and require sobriety to say the least.


� These refer to evaluating an object’s worth dedicated or consecrated to the Temple. These too are intricate and require sobriety.





