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old school vs. new school:
is JUDAISM old fashioned?

ABSTRACT

Are new things better than old things? Are old things better than new? Is Judaism cutting-edge or old fashioned? Are you young at heart or an old soul?

Would you rather own a vintage car or the latest model? Would you rather drink aged Scotch or Beaujolais nouveau? How about fruit – do you prefer fresh or dried? And how about fish – sushi or lox?

One of the Creator’s blessings, about which we read in this week’s Torah portion, is that Israel shall eat old produce. Huh? Is this a blessing or a blight? Who wants old leftovers?

And then the Talmud declares: “All things are better when aged, save for dates, beer, and small fish.” 
Puzzled? 

Well, come and let us journey to the Highlands of Scotland, where the Macallan distillery can teach us a thing or two about aging grain. Let’s sip on $4,500 golden liquid that was distilled in 1940! Let’s feast on some aged cheese and discover the fascinating relevance of this cryptic verse in this week’s Torah reading.
And while we are at it, let’s delve into the mystery of the first Lag B’Omer. Let’s meet the mysterious Atika Kadisah, the Holy Ancient One.

Our Judaism must be well aged, teaches the Torah, and that means constantly being innovative, while tapping the depths of our well-stocked cellars.

Jews have been in the business of souls longer than anyone else – since time immemorial. One could say our sprits are well aged, very well aged.

Intoxicating, isn’t it?

OLD SCHOOL vs. new school:
IS JUDAISM OLD FASHIONED?
1. Ageless Humor 

· They say it is advantageous to marry an archeologist, because the older you get the more he appreciates you.

· Ninety-seven-year-old Herman comes to the doctor. The doctor says to him, “Herman, you’re not getting any younger.” Herman replies to the doctor: “Doctor, I’m not trying to get younger; I want to get older!”
· When asked why he eats so much unhealthy, processed, chemical junk food, the witty, cigar-wielding, one-hundred-year-old Jewish comedian, George Burns (born Nathan Birnbaum), replied: “At my age, I cannot afford to eat health food – I need all the preservatives I can get!” 

2. Old vs. New
Allow me to put forth this question: Is it better for things to be new or old? Do things get better with age, or are they better when fresh and new? 
If things get better with age, then why do we always want to look younger, act younger, feel younger? But if the opposite is true and things are better new, then why would someone pay millions of dollars for an Old Masters painting or an ancient manuscript?

On the other hand, if old is better than new, then why do car companies come out with new cars every year, or why does Apple release a new and improved iPhone every week, or why do we always have to be updating our apps? But if new is better, then why do we prefer to invest our money with a bank that’s been around for a few centuries, rather than one that opened last week?

Perhaps it depends on what the product is. Perhaps some products are better aged and others are better new? 
If so, what about religion? Is religion better off being old or should it be modern and new? Should spirituality be cutting-edge, or should it be classic, timeless, and time-tested?

And on the personal side: Should mine, or your, Jewish experience focus on ancient wisdom or new insights? Should our connection to God be ancient or modern – classic and timeless, or timely and constantly updating? And which is preferable? 

The answers to all these questions, as usual, can be found in the Torah.
3. The Torah Take
Everything in the Torah manifests in tangible ways. The spiritual energies of creation translate into the physical world in which we live. This is why the Torah focuses so much on the laws of the land. Magnified in the holy Land of Israel is the material manifestation of God’s infinite blessings. The earth feeds us and is the embodiment of the ability to grow, to sow and to reap, to plant the seeds of a dream and watch as they bloom into a magnificent orchard.
Last week we read about the laws pertaining to the land and its rest. This week, in the portion of Bechukotai, we learn of the blessings that will result from our virtuous interactions with the world. Or, heaven forefend, the opposite.

One of the blessings pertaining to the land and its abundant produce seems, on the face of it, somewhat cryptic:

You will eat old, very old produce and you will clear out the old from before the new.

As everyone who has ever gone grocery shopping knows, not all produce is created equal – some fruits and vegetable are just better than others. We have all been there right? Who has not come home with a bushel of bananas that are browner than a UPS truck, or a container of tomatoes that are mushier than apple sauce and have unnatural indentations. So we have all learned the hard way: fresh is fresh and rotten is rotten. We want our produce, the yield of the land, to be new and not old. 
Yet, here comes the Torah and shares with us a very strange blessing, You will eat old, very old produce – why on earth would anyone want to eat old produce? And, in case you didn’t get it the first time, the Torah says it again, You will eat old, very old produce. What kind of blessing is this? And is old not bad enough – why the addition of very old?
As usual, there is more here than meets the eye. The Torah, with the above verse, is teaching us a lesson about life itself.

4. Talmud on Improving with Age

The Talmud discusses this blessing and explains when old produce is better. 
You will eat old, very old produce teaches us that all things aged are better than their non-aged counterparts. And, because the Torah uses a double-expression, yashan noshon, “old, very old,” this teaches us that the aged principle not only applies to things that are naturally better with age [such as wine or grain] but even things that naturally worsen with age, such as various fruits. For this was the blessing of the Land: all things, even those that normally begin to spoil, would get better with age.

Then the Talmud hones in on the conclusion of the verse: and you will clear out the old from before the new saying:

This teaches us that the storerooms and vaults were brimming with aged produce, and the threshing floors were overflowing with new product, and the Israelites would say: “How are we ever going to deal with this abundance – the aged product is filling the cellars and the new product just keeps on coming!” This is the twofold blessing of the verse: first your produce will age so well that you will be consuming aged product; and second, your new grains and produce will be so abundant that you will have no room for it and will thus have to sell – and eat – your old produce to make room for the new.

The Talmud concludes: “All things are better when aged, save for three things: dates, beer, and small fish.”
What does it all mean?

5. The Macallan: An Intoxicating Example
To demonstrate how grain – or a grain product – can change and develop with age, let us look at one of the premier single-malt Scotch whisky distillers in the world – The Macallan – from Craigellachie, Moray.
The most common bottle of Macallan, their 12-year-old Scotch, sells in the vicinity of $50 for a three-quarters of a liter (around 25 ounces). The 15-year-old Macallan, just three years older, sells in the $90 range. The 18-year-old Macallan is close to $200. The 25-year-old bottle is over $800 bucks. And Macallan’s 30-year-old Scotch, if you can find it, will set you back almost two grand. Yes, $2,000 for some distilled grain.

But, wait, it gets better: Last year, Macallan bottled the limited edition “M,” a single-malt whisky contained in a hand-blown Lalique crystal decanter. This “M”’ is composed of whisky from seven casks hand-selected by the Macallan’s master whisky maker, Bob Dalgarno, with the oldest whiskey in the mixture being close to 75 years old. (It took him two years of searching through the Macallan’s vast cellars of over 195,000 barrels to find just the right combination.)

Macallan initially offered just 1,750 bottles of “M.” And get this – the price tag for one bottle was $4,500.
What in heaven’s name is going on here? We are basically talking about liquid grain – why does it cost so much money? Why does one bottle of “M” cost as much as 90 of the 12-year old stuff? And, indeed, why does even the 12-year old stuff cost fifty bucks – that’s as much as tank full of gas!

The answer is what the Talmud was telling us – age. 

The more something ages, with the right elements and in the right environment, the better it gets. Just distilled whisky is worth very little; after 12 years of aging it is worth $50; after 25 years it is worth 16 times that; and after 75 years, the sky is the limit!

The aging process is time, and time is invaluable. Time allows flavors to develop and materials to mature; aging brings on nuance, subtlety, and exclusivity.

And, for those who can afford it and are thusly inclined, it is worth paying premium dollar for premium product.

Macallan is just one example. High-end steakhouses dry and age their beef to create premium cuts; aged cheese is mediocre milk curd into a luxury item; and let’s not get started on wine.

6. Lesson to be Learned

From all these things we learn lessons in serving God and understanding God’s wisdom. Aged products provide a practical example of God’s blessing to us, as related in this week’s Torah reading, so that we come to understand that God’s blessing to the people wasn’t that they would eat old produce, but that they will eat aged produce. And aged produce is very valuable indeed. 

But that’s not the end of the story, because the Torah also states: and you will clear out the old from before the new.

Which brings me to the question: How does Macallan continuously have aged bottles upon the shelf – 12-year bottles, 15-year old? How come they never run out of aged whisky?

This simple question has a very simple answer: Because Macallan continuously distills new batches and ages new casks of Scotch whisky. If Macallan only had old and aged whisky, sooner or later they would run out of stock and go out of business.

And therein lies the lesson of the second half of the Torah verse and you will clear out the old from before the new.

As the great 11th century commentator, Rashi, elucidates,
 the Torah compels you – forces you, really – to move your aged product to make room for the new. This is the perfect business plan: you will move and release your valuable aged product into the markets, sell it,
 make a fortune, and still have new produce coming in and starting to age. This isn’t a one-off blessing but a perpetual blessing – the gift that keeps on giving.

But there is even more, as the Talmud points out: “All things are better when aged, save for three things: dates, beer, and small fish.”

Part of the blessing is being aware that, although your essential produce will not be subject to worms or blight and will age to perfection, there are just some things in life that do not age so well and are better new and fresh.

Dates get dated; beer is best enjoyed right after it is brewed; and if you have small fish to fry, don’t wait but fry them immediately. And this leads us to answer the ultimate question of all: What has any of this got to do with us, today, in our own personal lives?
7. Aged to Perfection

Everything physical fades, erodes and decays. Human beings aren’t as strong at 103 as they are at 43; cars that are 20-years old do not drive as well as cars right out of the lot; fresh fruit taste better and are healthier than dry fruit that is months old.

Why? Because the laws of physics demand that everything has a shelf life; everything must age. It is not a question of if it will age but how well it will age.

With age comes profound flavor, intense concentration and development of potential, maturity and realization of depth. But with age can also come rot, decay and blight. And this is God’s blessing to us: “If you connect with me, Bechukotai teilichu, if you walk in My paths, I will ensure that your produce will age to perfection.”
We all have produce in our lives – grains and fruit that we harvest and reap. But there are two types of produce: the kind that ages well and gets better and more flavorful the longer it sits and matures; and the sort that begins to rot and decay, to spoil and ferment very fast.

The former is the produce God blesses with age and maturity; the latter are the dates, beer, and small fish of life, the things that are superficial, supplementary, and optional.

And this is what God is saying to us here: “If you follow in My ways and walk in My paths, then the grains of life will age to perfection, and you will eat of aged, sophisticated, meaningful, eternal product.”
To put it another way: 

If you infuse your material life with spirituality then the divine blessing will elevate matter and transform it into eternity, improving with age. If you indulge in materialism, then matter will be subject to its natural state: erosion.
8. The Rule

The rule is this:
The simpler and more mundane something is, the shorter its shelf life – the longer it’s around, the worse it tastes and the more rotten it gets. But the more deep, true, essential and sophisticated something is, the longer its shelf life – the longer it exists, the deeper and more delicious it becomes.

This brings us to the perfect litmus test. 
Ask yourself this: The longer I keep Shabbat, or the more I give to charity, does it become more meaningful or less? The more I study Torah, does it become more profound or less? The longer I let this thing age, does it develop more flavor or less?

Age is the difference between Manischewitz Cherry wine and the greatest Bordeaux, between a cheap bottle of whiskey and the most sublime Scotch. Age brings maturity, sophistication, experience, and depth; age allows for the profundity and complexity of life to develop. And this, God says, “is my blessing – never to allow a worm of doubt to crawl, a worm of insecurity, a worm of anything, and also never to allow any blight to cause decay or rot.”
But aged product itself is not enough. The true sign of a well-aged brain is when it also continues to produce new and innovative things. And this is the conclusion of the verse: when you connect with the ancient but timeless, the mature and refined truths of eternity, then you will begin to innovate and create new energy. To such an extent that – v’yashan mipnei chadash totziu – the old itself, because of the new and the innovative, will come out, and you will see the profundity that is there.
9. The Age of Judaism
Judaism is eternal and it is cutting edge. It is aged to perfection, through years of refinement and maturity, and it also new aged and innovative. One is dependent on the other: 
When we understand the aged, timeless flavor of our distilled spirit, it inspires us to innovate and create new exciting experiences. And, as we innovate and create, the age-old depth shows itself to be new and avant-garde.

To take a lesson from Macallan – your premium product is only as good as your present-day cultivation. If Macallan stopped producing and innovating, then sooner or later their cellars would dry up, and they would be out of business.

Judaism is the same way. Our foundation is ancient and our goal is eternity. But if we stop innovating, questioning, learning and applying the ancient and timeless in new and timely ways, then our foundation might appear stale to us. And, if not to us, then to our children.

Sophistication, depth, and flavor are developed over time – but we also require freshness, innovation, and newness.

10.  Lag B’Omer (Optional)
Tomorrow, Sunday, is Lag B’Omer, the thirty-third day of the counting of the Omer. It is a celebration of the anniversary of Rashbi’s passing. 
Rashbi, Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai, is the author of the Zohar, the fundamental and foundational book of the Kabbalah, and a vivid description of his passing is included in the section of the Zohar
 called the Idra Zuta, The Idra Zutra, ‘the Lesser Idra,’ comes after a previous section in the Zohar,
 called the Idra Rabba, the ‘Greater Idra.’
The Idra is literally translated as “assembly/chamber,” but comes from the Aramaic word for “threshing.” In the Zohar, the Rashbi refers to his inner-most circle of students as the Idra, the assembly of spiritual mystics that would “thresh” out the deepest and most divine teachings of the inner Torah.
The Idra Rabba (“the Great Assembly”) consisted of a minyan of mystics – Rashbi and nine students – who would meet in a hidden chamber and discuss the sublime structures of the cosmos. These structures are called in Kabbalistic language, Partzufim, “Personae” or “Faces” of the Divine, and they are metaphors for the different ways the Creator relates to the world.

During these revelations, and due to their infinitely sublime nature, three souls of the original Idra Rabba expired. So, the second Idra was called the Idra Zuta, (“the Smaller Assembly”) as there were fewer students present.

It is at this assembly of his innermost students, that Rashbi shared his last holy words on this physical plane; it is here that he instructed his students to celebrate his day of passing like a wedding, when his soul reunites with its Creator.

And this is what he said:

Rabbi Shimon began his discourse: “I am my Beloved’s, and He longs for me.”
 All the days that I have been bound to this world, with a single bond have I been bound to the Holy One, and therefore now “He longs for me.” He and His entire holy entourage have come to listen in joy to these mysteries, the praises of Atika Kadisha, the most hidden of all hidden, detached from all, and yet not detached – for everything cleaves to it, and it cleaves to everything, for it is everything. This most ancient of the ancient, the most hidden of the hidden pervades and does not pervade. Pervades in order to maintain everything; does not pervade for it cannot be found…

Based on a verse in the Book of Daniel,
 the first of all the Partzufim, is called Atik Yomin, or Atika Kadisha, meaning the Holy Ancient One, or the One of Ancient Days. 
It is by drawing upon this most sublime of all levels, the hidden of the hidden, the ancient of the ancient, that we can come to have a deeper understanding of well-aged reality.

Today, the world we live in moves faster than it ever has. Every day a new phone – or a new version of the last latest phone – is released. The car that was new just yesterday is now a clunker. Those shoes that you thought were in style last year are totally embarrassing now.

Atika Kadisha, the Holy Ancient One, reminds us that newer isn’t always better. In fact, with the essential things in life the opposite is true: love isn’t a new concept, neither is life, breathing, learning, growing, or your soul itself. These are ageless, timeless things. And ageless, timeless things are the most innovative and the most valuable. The only challenge is discovering them. 
A new idea is great, but only if it conveys a timeless message. Music, for example, continuously relies on the same timeless notes, yet when played with passion by a master, it always sounds new and fresh.

Old connotes weak, decaying, and irrelevant. Aged connotes sophistication, luxury, and mystery. Age your Judaism to perfection, but never allow it to get old.
11. Conclusion: One for the Ages

They once asked a 103-year-old woman, what’s the best thing about being  her age? She replied: No peer pressure.

Often, you will see on the side of a truck or on the sign above a store “In business for 126 years;” or “Making wine since 1776;” or “Selling mattresses since the bed was invented.”
If Judaism had a truck, it would say, “Since time immemorial.”

Jews don’t have any peer pressure. No one has been around as long as we have. But also nothing is as innovative and new as God and the Torah. Every day it is new.

We associate age with success. After all, if a business has stayed opened so long without going bankrupt or closing shop, it must be doing something right. And age also breeds confidence: How many people will invest their hard-earned money with a bank that opened last week? Most people would rather invest their money in a bank that’s been around for a few hundred years. The simple logic is: If it has last for two hundred years, what are the odds the company is going to go belly-up tomorrow?
With this principle in mind, the Jewish people should inspire pure confidence in the Jewish brand – we Jews have been in this business of soul for close to four thousand years! Come on, who wouldn’t want a glass of such a well-aged vintage?

The problem is that sometimes we do not realize (or we forget) how essential and profound our Judaism is. This is why we must constantly produce new grains – never to allow any drop of our eternal heritage to decay or rot, but only to age and mature. And that’s what God reminds us of with His blessing – You will eat old, very old produce and you will clear out the old from before the new. 
May this blessing come to ripe fruition – both spiritually and physically, in the Holy Land of Israel, speedily in our days.
Shabbat Shalom!
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� Attributed to Agatha Christie.


� Leviticus 26:10.


� Bava Batra 91b. And you will eat of the old grain, (Leviticus 25:22) without salminton. What is salminton? There are two opinions. The first says that the old grains would not be infested with worms; the second opinion submits that the produce will not be subject to blight, to blast, an environmental cause of rotting and decay.


� As Rashi ad loc explains: You will be compelled to sell the aged and valuable produce, and will make room for the new produce so that it too can begin aging. And on and on goes the cycle.


� Rashi, Ibid.


� See Abarbanel on our verse.


� Zohar III, 287b-296b.


� Ibid 127b-145.


� Song of Songs 7:11.


� Daniel 7:9. See Idra Rabba, Zohar III 136b.


� See Rashi to Deuternomoy 26:16.





