Vayikra > Shemini> More than a Numbers Game > April 18, 2015

More than a numbers game

abstract
As much as we like to think that we control life’s outcomes, anyone who has ever watched an infomercial, a pharmaceutical ad, or read the fine print on a get-slim-quick pill knows that in life “results may vary.”
Life is ephemeral; time is perpetually fleeting; nothing in existence is guaranteed – thus we desire to gain control by predicting the outcomes of our decisions, to project the effects of our actions.

In short, as unrealistic as it may be, we want our results to match up.

We live in a results-oriented world, and to produce the best results we work extra hours and spend whatever spare time we have worrying about the outcome. But this approach, instead of generating masterful results, usually generates anxiety, stress, and more worry.

This week’s Torah reading, Parshat Shemini (meaning “the Eighth”), combined with Sefirat HaOmer (when we count to forty-nine) offers us another approach to achieving earth-shattering and heaven-splitting results in life.

It has to do with a seven-stringed harp being transformed into an eight-stringed instrument by a new, supernatural and divine sound.

MORE THAN A NUMBERS GAME
1. Controlled Results (Joke)

Shlomo goes to Doctor Markowitz for a check up. After extensive tests Doctor Markowitz tells him, “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. The test results show that you only have six months to live.”

Shlomo is dumbstruck. After a while he replies, “That’s terrible doctor. But I must admit to you that I can’t afford to pay your bill.”

“Okay, okay,” says Doctor Markowitz. “I’ll give you a year to live.”

2. Results May Vary
In short: results may vary.

As much as we like to think that we control life’s outcomes, anyone who has ever watched an infomercial, a pharmaceutical advertisement, or read the fine print on a get-slim-quick pill knows that in life “results may vary.”
Life is ephemeral; time is perpetually fleeting; nothing in existence is guaranteed – thus we desire to gain control by predicting the outcomes of our decisions, to project the effects of our actions.

We so much want our results to match up – as unrealistic as it may be.

We live in a results-oriented world, and to produce the best results we work extra hours and spend whatever spare time we have worrying about the outcome. But this approach, instead of generating masterful results, usually generates anxiety, stress, and more worry.

This week’s Torah reading, Parshat Shemini, offers us another approach to achieving earth-shattering and heaven-splitting results in life.

3. Parshat Shemini
Parshat Shemini meaning “the Eighth” derives its name from its opening verse:

Va’yehi ba’yom ha’shemini… And it was on the eighth day, that Moses summoned Aaron and his sons and the elders of Israel.

When was this eighth day? The eighth day counting from what? The verse doesn’t tell us, but commentaries on the verse clarify that it was Rosh Chodesh Nissan, the first day of the month of Nissan, and it was the eighth day following the seven days of the Tabernacle’s investiture.

For seven days the Tabernacle, God’s home on earth, the prototype and predecessor for the Temple in Jerusalem, was consecrated, inaugurated and dedicated. And then on the eighth day is when our portion begins.

The eighth day is the first day after the seven days of inauguration. This interplay between seven days and the eighth has exhilarating ramifications for our personal lives.

4. Counting the Omer
Our life is filled with numbers – our calendars, our bank accounts, our debts (or debts owed to us), our lifecycles, our schedules and deadlines. 

On one hand, numbers may appear to be superficial – simply a way to keep count of things. In Judaism , however, numbers tell a far deeper story.
Indeed, numbers may tell the deepest story. Some numbers tell a tale of cyclic predictability; other numbers tell a tale of divine proportions.
 
And we are reminded that another number-oriented occurrence is in our midst for, since Passover, we have been counting the forty-nine days until Shavuot. As the Torah commands us: V’sfartem lochem, “You shall count seven complete weeks after the day following the [Passover] holiday when you brought the omer as a wave offering.”

This is a time-honored tradition called Sefirat HaOmer, the Counting of the Omer. From the second night of Passover (when we left Egypt) to the festival of Shavuot (when we received the Torah at Mount Sinai), we count forty-nine days – a total of seven weeks.

This mitzvah commemorates the measure (the Omer) of barley offering that was brought to the Temple, as well as the forty-nine-day transformative process from slavery in Egypt to full emancipation at Mount Sinai.

Thus, this period is a time of preparation when we seek to refine ourselves and make ourselves ready to again receive the Torah on Shavuot.

Indeed, each one of these forty-nine days has a unique attributive characteristic that we are meant to refine on that particular day. This self-betterment is based on the seven emotive attributes that, personally, shape man, and, cosmically, shape the world.

We refine these seven attributes – loving-kindness, discipline, compassion, endurance, humility, bonding and nobility – in combination with each other (seven times seven for a total of forty-nine). 
5. Refining the Seven Attributes (Optional)

How does this work? Well, let me explain with an example of the second day of the Omer counting, gevurah within chesed:

When we combine loving-kindness (chesed) with discipline (gevurah), we arrive at a healthier form of love.

Healthy love must always include an element of discipline and discernment … a degree of distance and respect for the other … an assessment of another’s capacity to contain our love. Love must be tempered and directed properly. Consider ask a father who, in the name of love, spoils his child, or a wife who suffocates her husband with love and doesn’t give him any space of his own. Love with discretion is necessary to avoid giving to those who would use love to perpetuate negative behavior.

Another example:

When we combine humility (hod) with compassion (tiferet) we ensure that our expressions of compassion are never condescending or pretentious. Humility is recognizing that our ability to be compassionate and giving does not make us better than the recipient. It is acknowledgment and appreciation that, in creating someone who needs our compassion, God has given us the gift of being able to bestow that compassion. Thus, there can be no place for arrogance or haughtiness in its expression. 

6. By the Numbers 

Counting the forty-nine days of the Omer and making an account of our attributes that are in need of refinement achieves this goal.

Then, on the fiftieth day
 comes the festival of Shavuot and the celebration of the giving of the Torah.

Notice that, in addition to both our Torah reading and the Omer count dealing with numbers, there is another immediate similarity between them.

Both are sevens that lead to something greater. After the seven days of the Tabernacle’s investiture, comes the eighth day when the Divine service begins, and after the seven-weeks of counting of the Omer, the Torah is again given.

What does this teach us?

7. Seven and Eight
Many mitzvoth in the Torah revolve around the number seven, while others revolve around the number eight.

In the realm of sevens, we have: 
· the seven days of consecration as mentioned 
· the cycles of Shabbat, every seven days 
· the cycle of the Shemitta, the agricultural sabbatical, every seven years (we are presently in a Shemitta year) 
· the Jubilee year, following seven cycles of Shemitta
· the seven branches of the Temple Menorah
· the seven-day-long festivals of Sukkot and Passover
· the sheva berachot, seven blessings and seven days of celebration following a wedding

· Shiva, the seven days of mourning (God forbid)
· the seven-stringed harps which the Levites played in the Temple

These sevens reflect the cycle of existence. The world was created in seven days – six days of creation and the seventh day of Shabbat. There are seven heavens, which reflect the seven emotive attributes of the Seder Hishtalshelut, the cosmic structure to all existence.

These mitzvoth then, with their sevens, elevate the cycle of life. These are cyclic mitzvoth, perpetuating the divine in the movements of life.

But then there are mitzvoth in the realm of eights:
· the consecration of the High Priest, which our portion opens with, occurred on the eighth day 
· the High Priest’s garments were eight in number 
· the incense had eight spices in it 
· the anointing oil had eight ingredients

· the Chanukah menorah has eight branches 
· the Brit Milah, the eternal bond and covenant, is performed on the eighth day
  
· the harp of the Levites will have eight strings when the Ultimate Redemption arrives

Let us harp on this eight-string redemptive idea for a moment and perhaps we will be blessed with understanding the difference between seven and eight, while learning a lesson relevant for our own lives in the process.

8. Natural v. Supernatural

The major underlying difference between seven and eight is that the former represents Seder Hishtalshlut, the natural order and progression of things, the structure of existence, while the latter hints at the infinite divine beyond.=, the transcendent.
All of the mitzvoth that are composed of sevens are related to the natural world. Even Shabbat, which is transcendent, is still transcendent in context of the six days of the week.

But all of the mitzvoth that are composed of eights are indicative of elements that are supra-natural – from the High Priest and his service, to the mitzvah of Brit Milah.

And these two – both the sevens and the eights – are embodied in the Levites’ harp.

In Temple times, the Levites’ harp, which played the most holy music, had seven strings; but in the times of the Ultimate Redemption, this same harp will have an extra string, and extra sound in its divinely symphonic scale.

The Ultimate Redemption will usher in the ultra-transcendent supra-natural result and outcome of the cycles we perform today.

The level of eight, beyond the natural order, can only be bestowed upon us by God, and it is bestowed after we infuse the natural world of sevens with mitzvoth and righteous deeds.

Seven, in other words, represents the work of refining the structure of existence and aligning it to its cosmic purpose and design. Eight signifies the effort of introducing other-worldly transcendence into existence.
And this is the lesson of Shemini and Sefirat HaOmer. When Israel consecrates the Tabernacle for seven days, God then blesses Israel with the eighth day of High Priesthood and all the blessings that come along with it. And when Israel refines itself for seven weeks, God blesses us with the Torah.

In God’s book the results do not match the efforts. They way surpass them.

9. The Lesson For Us Today

The message for us today is refreshingly liberating and profoundly relevant: 
We just have to do; God will produce the result.

This week’s Torah reading teaches us that results are beyond our control. All we can do is act. But when we act, the results surely follow. When we act to the best of our actionable abilities, the results come from a higher place. And they surpass anything we could imagine.

In life, sometimes instead of simply doing what we have to do, we try to control the results and predict outcomes. But we cannot control results and predict outcomes. And thank God for that. Why? Because when we act as we should, the results aren’t proportionate – they way surpass our wildest dreams.

The structures of our lives are for us humans to build, hone and refine. But what it feels like when we live in those structures is divine.

Because life is so fleeting, so transient and temporary, we are tempted to take control of the results. But controlled results are limiting. The Torah teaches: do the work and please leave the results to God. You will be glad you did.
10. Results Oriented Business (Joke)

A businessman was interviewing job applications for the position of manager of a large division. He quickly devised a test for choosing the most suitable candidate. He simply asked each applicant this question, “What is two plus two?”

The first interviewee was a journalist. His answer was, “Twenty-two.”

The second applicant was an engineer. He pulled out a slide rule and came up with an answer, “somewhere between 3.999 and 4.001.”

Next came an attorney. He stated that, “in the case of Jenkins vs. the Department of the Treasury, two plus two was proven to be four.”

Finally, the businessman interviewed an accountant. When he asked him how much was two plus two, the accountant got up from his chair, went over to the door, closed it, came back and sat down. Leaning across the desk, he said in a low voice, “How much do you want it to be?”

He got the job.

11. The Ultimate Result (Conclusion)

In a results-driven world, sometimes our expectations and projections are our greatest limitations.

But even more: our preoccupation with results and outcomes often paralyzes our ability to act, creating such angst and worry that we cannot do what we have to do.

If we simply infuse the cyclic elements of life, represented by the number seven, the cycles will suddenly recycle us to a whole new dimension. By breathing meaning and spirit into the seven days of the week, God will ensure that the result is the level eight, a level beyond all levels.

When we do all we can – and more! – to bring the knowledge of God to the seven continents of the earth, God will certainly transform all of earth into the infinite energy of the figure eight.

May it truly be, way before the predicted seventh millennium, that the harps of the Levites be transformed from the seven-stringed implement to the eight-stringed instrument producing a new divine sound to announce the coming of the Ultimate Redemption. Amen! 

Shabbat Shalom!
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