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is judaism personal?

abstract
Today in Israel – and in the Jewish world at large – we are faced with an acute compartmentalization, ranging from one extreme to the other: Jews pursuing their personal interests without any connection to God, or Jews seemingly involved in Godly pursuits without a personal connection.

In addition, a massive debate is raging in Israel regarding religion. And a massive debate is raging in religion regarding Israel.

What is religion? What is Israel?

Is religion a system of rituals, rules and regulations, without application to our personal lives and realities? Is ritual meant to be divorced from spi-ritual? Does religion mandate that Israel be the Jewish homeland? 
And just how personal is religion to me? Do I feel that that Torah matters to my life, or do I feel I must obey it regardless of its personal relevance?

This sermon presents a few lessons from Tisha B’Av about personalizing Judaism via a discussion about what it means to settle the Land of Israel, why Moses spoke the last of the five books of Torah in the first person, and via a fascinating story that relates what happens when a homeless man is handed $100,000 to do with it what he likes. Will he turn his life around or will he remain homeless?

Why don’t you come and find out?

IS JUDAISM PERSONAL?
1. We Deliver (Joke)

Hymie owned a small deli in the Lower East Side of Manhattan. One day, an Internal Revenue Service agent knocked on his door and questioned him about his recent tax return. Hymie had reported a net profit of $50,000 for the year, and the IRS wanted to know all about it.

“It’s like this,” said Hyime. “I work like a maniac all year round and all of my family help me out whenever they can. My deli is closed only five times a year. That’s how I made $50,000.”

“It’s not your income that bothers us,” said the taxman. “It’s the business travel deductions of $80,000. You entered on the tax return that you and your wife made fifteen business trips to Israel.”

“Oh,” said Hymie, smiling knowingly. “I forgot to tell you that we also deliver.”

2. Israel is Personal 
This anecdote teaches us a key lesson – we Jews, the children of Israel, are invested in Israel. And no matter what we may claim to the IRS, Israel is never business, it is always personal – whether we love it or have issues with it.
But what about Judaism? Is it personal to us as well? Or does Judaism represent just rites, rituals and commandments which we must obey regardless of personal relevance?

These are the issues we are going to consider today, on this Shabbat which coincides with Tisha B’Av.
Every year, Tisha B’Av – the 9th day of the Hebrew month of Av – is the saddest day on the Jewish calendar. It is a day of mourning when we fast and remember that on this day the Temple in Jerusalem was twice destroyed (the First Temple by the Babylonians 2437 years ago, and the Second Temple by the Romans 1947 years ago). Since we do not mourn on Shabbat, this day is called Tisha B’Av nidche -- the observance of this day is delayed until after Shabbat goes out and, this year, it takes place on Saturday night through Sunday night.
It is our custom to always read the first portion of the Book of Deuteronomy (Sefer Devarim) on the Shabbat before – or on the day of Tisha B’Av – as we  just did today. And this selection is not coincidental. 
What’s the connection between this portion and Tisha B’Av?

Let’s take a look.

3. Parshat Devarim

The fifth book of the Five Books of Moses is called Devarim, meaning “Words,” and this name is derived from its first sentence:

Ayleh hadevarim… These are the words that Moses spoke to all Israel on that [east] side of the Jordan in the desert.

The fifth book is also called Mishneh Torah,
 meaning the “repetition of the Torah,” from whence comes the Greek term, Deuteronomy, meaning “second law.” But that name is incorrect. It is the same law, not a second law – only this time it is articulated by Moses in the first person.

This is what makes the fifth book unique. Whereas the first four books are related by Moses in the third person, the fifth is related by Moses in the first person.

As the Talmud puts it:

Those words [of the first four books] were spoken in the plural and Moses conveyed them from the mouth of the Almighty; but these words [of the fifth book] were spoken in the singular, and Moses conveyed them with his own mouth.

The great 11th century Torah and Talmud commentator, Rashi, explains that in the first four books Moses was a messenger conveying the literal word of God word for word. 
 But in the fifth book, Moses himself speaks – and that is why he speaks in the first person.

4. Where and When?

Where and when was this fifth book delivered? 
As the verse itself tells us: These are the words that Moses spoke to all Israel on that [east] side of the Jordan in the desert.

So it happened right before the Jews entered the Promised Land.

Moses spoke these words not to the generation that was enslaved and then left Egypt but to the new generation that was about to enter the Promised Land. Why? 
There must be some unique challenge associated with entering the Land that warranted this type of first-person communication. What was it?

5. First Observant Jews

The generation that would enter the Promised Land was the first generation of observant Jews. What do I mean by this?

An observant Jew is someone who observes the Torah in a world filled with physical challenges.
The generation that left Egypt did not have these challenges. They received the Torah at Mount Sinai. But all the while they were in the wilderness, they were not challenged by the harsh realties of physical life, realities that the Torah was given to address. And thus they never really “observed” – in a material and concrete way, faced with all the challenges of a mundane world – the mitzvoth of the Torah. They obviously fulfilled all their obligations and followed all the commandments, but they did not “observe” Torak in the fullest sense of the word – as it was meant to be observed in a challenging, hostile world. 
They never had to recite, “Hamotzi lechem min haaretz – blessed are You …who draws bread from the earth,” because their bread came directly from heaven! They never have to wonder whether or not there was a God, or struggle to teach their children about the Creator – after all, God’s obvious hand was everywhere, guiding them daily.

The first generation that observed the Torah in its entirety – in a concrete, material way – was the generation that entered the Land of Israel. And, precisely because they were forced to conquer and settle the Land, they had to be shown what it means for the Torah to be (in addition to the revealed Word of God) the everyday word of the everyday man.

And this is why Moses did what he did. This is why the fifth book of Moses is composed as a first person experience: personalizing, internalizing, and concretizing all of the lofty ideals and divine wisdom of the Torah.

This brings us to the question: What about Israel made Moses feel the necessity to speak personally from his heart? 
6. What Israel Represents
Israel represents habitation, realization and personalization. Eretz noshevet, the Torah calls it, meaning “inhabited or settled land.”

We are born into this world to take form and to transform it into spirit. The point is to fuse matter and spirit – to breathe physically but live spiritually.

The fifth book of Moses embodies this: human/physical yet spiritual/Godly light. 

And this, too, is Israel. 
Egypt was slavery. In the wilderness the Jewish people experienced abundant light. Exile was and is only abundant darkness. Israel is the bridge between the darkness of matter and the light of spirit.

This is the way – and, I believe, the only way – to bring peace to the Middle East and the world.
Moses understood that the generation that would enter the Land would be faced with the greatest challenge: to take matter and show how it is spirit; to take the first four books of divine words and live them as the fifth book in first person articulation.

Today, in Israel – and in the Jewish world at large – we are faced with an acute compartmentalization, ranging from one extreme to the other: Jews pursuing their personal interests without any connection to God, or Jews seemingly involved in Godly pursuits without a personal connection.

Says Moses: As Jewish people entering the Land, you are charged with the mission to personalize the Word of God, to apply the divine mandate and make it personal for yourselves and make it personal for the world. 
Peace will not come from shouting God’s name alone. Peace will not come from shouting your own name. Peace – for all people! – will only come when you articulate the Word of God in such a way that it is experiential and personal – in other words, when you articulate it in the first person.

7. A Mystical Approach

Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Halevi Epstein was a disciple of Reb Elimelech of Lizhensk, who (in turn) was a student of the Maggid of Mezritch, who (of course) was the successor to the founder of Chassidic Movement, the famed Baal Shem Tov.

Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman quotes from his masters that the Shabbatot of the three weeks between 17 Tammuz and Tisha B’Av are the most lofty Shabbatot of the entire year.

Why are they the loftiest Shabbatot of the entire year? Because the days of the week in this time of year are the saddest, the lowest, the darkest. We know that on Shabbat all of the worlds are elevated, so in order to elevate these low days of the week and turn them into days of light, Shabbat must be of the highest caliber.

All year round the weekdays are neutral, neither overly sad nor overly joyous; for Shabbat to elevate them does not require the highest of elevations. But during the somber time when we mourn the destruction of the Temple and the bitterness of exile, when the days are low and dark, we need the loftiest of Shabbatot to elevate us to the highest place.

The third Rebbe of Chabad, the Tzemach Tzedek, takes this even further.
 He says that the Shabbatot of this time period are part of the mystical idea that “the cure precedes the illness” – or, put another way, “the solution precedes the problem.”
The illness is darkness, the cure is light; the problem is brokenness, the solution is wholeness. The sadness of the destruction, which we mourn at this time, is mended by the joy and constructiveness of Shabbat at this same time. 

But it’s not as if sadness and destruction is the reality, and we have to find and apply some sort of cure. Rather, light and construction is the reality and we merely have to realize this to shine and dispel the darkness.

To understand how this connects with Sefer Devarim, the words spoken by Moses in the first person, I would like to share a story about a homeless rich man.

8. Homeless Millionaire (Story)

Reversal of Fortune is a documentary based on this question: What would happen if we gave a homeless man a $100,000 and the free will to do what he wanted with it? Would it turn his life around? With enough money to get a home, car, license, would he get a job?

Ted Rodriguez, a homeless man living under a bridge in California, begins the story by describing an average day of “survival” for him, which consists of collecting cans and bottles for recycling in order to eat, buy cigarettes and beer for the day. He informs the audience that an average day brings in about $25, while a good day might see as much as $35. Ted reflects on the better days of his life, when his mother (a former alcoholic) and sisters accepted him. He is shown placing a collect call to his mother and having the charges denied by her. Ted blames his homelessness on the lack of family support and an undesirable childhood.

His ability to “do as he pleases” – by not having to answer to any authority figures – keeps him on the streets. Ted informs the filmmakers that he takes a lot of pride in his bicycle and is shown washing it at a car wash, although it has been over three months since he himself had a “real” shower. 

The film shows Ted doing his daily dumpster-dive, collecting cans for the day’s food, cigarettes and beer, when he finds a briefcase amongst the rubbish. Ted stops to brush it off and opens it up slowly and finds that it is stuffed with cash. A note atop the money reads: “What would a homeless person do if he were given $100,000?” Shocked and in tears, Ted comes to the realization that he is the recipient of a significant amount of money.

Ted almost immediately buys a new bicycle, rents a motel room and takes his buddy Mike to an amusement park. The word gets out among the homeless community and Ted, who once couldn’t find friends due to his poor dental hygiene, now enjoys a slew of admirers. As soon as Ted notifies his mother and sisters of his attainment of wealth, they begin to take his calls and his mother invites him to stay with her until he finds his own residence. The family is shown discussing their concern for Ted’s welfare.

A week after finding the money and having spent over $2,000, Ted is still in the motel and is asked to speak with an advocate for the homeless. The counselor discusses with Ted what he thinks about having the money; Ted says that he really hasn’t thought about it much and that he has too much time on his hands now since he no longer has to recycle. Ted makes plans to leave for Sacramento to stay with his mother, but before leaving, he buys Mike a car and promises to fly some of his friends to Sacramento once he gets there and is settled.

The following weeks find Ted frequenting a local bar, purchasing a $35,000 Dodge Ram and another truck for one of his recently acquired friends, renting an apartment and buying furniture. The filmmakers then request that he meet with a financial planner. Ted meets with him, but firmly announces to him that he has no intentions of working and does not wish to plan ahead as he is only concerned with today. Ted states his belief that the financial planner is only after his money and rips up his card.

His sisters repeatedly try to convince Ted to seek employment, although he still believes he is “set for life.” By this time, Ted has become resentful of the film producers for giving him the money. The film then ends telling the viewer that, six months after finding the money, Ted refuses to disclose his latest bank balance; however, his sisters fear that it is less than $5,000.

On a December 1, 2006 airing of The Oprah Winfrey Show entitled “Are You Ready For a Windfall?” Ted and Wayne Powers appear to promote the documentary and explain the experiment. When asked by Oprah how much of the $100,000 he still has, Ted replies “none.” 

Ted also mentions that he is homeless again and content with his current circumstances.

9. First Person Experience

Why did Ted not use the $100,000 wisely? Because his reality was homelessness and the money was but another cog in his reality. If Ted’s reality was living a healthy life and the money represented the possibility it afforded him, certainly Ted would have transcended his homelessness and changed his life.

In other words: homelessness was Ted’s first person experience and the money was merely some third person narrative gifted to him – or imposed upon him – by someone else.

If Moses had not articulated the Torah in the first person, turning it into an experiential reality for the generation that would enter the Land, then entering the Land would have been like handing $100,000 to a homeless dude. For the homeless wandering in the desert to become a thing of the past, the home had to become reality.

The fifth book of Moses, Devarim, achieves this goal.

You have the cash in your hand but it is not your reality. You are still homeless; only now you have some cash in hand in addition to your cardboard box and garbage bag of recyclable bottles.

Often times out Judaism is like being handed $100,000 in cold hard cash but the problem is that it is cold hard cash – it isn’t warm and personal, it isn’t our reality.

To which Moses and Sefer Devarim counters: 
You must articulate the Torah through a first person experience. Do not merely say, “Oh, it’s the Word of God.” Rather internalize how exactly the Word of God becomes ayleh hadevarim, these words experienced in the first person. Demonstrate how the Word of God is relevant to you.
10. Abstract vs. Personal (Conclusion)
Sadly, Judaism today is often experienced as nothing more than an idea, an abstract concept, an ancient culture, an irrelevant set of documents, an impersonal synagogue, a “controversial” land.

Nothing can be further from the truth. Judaism may have been represented – or I should say misrepresented – as irrelevant to our times. But the truh is that Torah is Torat Chaim – a living Torah of life, it is chayeinu v’orech yomeinu, our sustenance and days of our lives – it is a living, breathing, profoundly relevant blueprint for life, a guiding light illuminating the dark roads of the journey called life.
And this is underscored in the fifth book of the Torah, the book we start today, Sefer Devarim, on this Shabbat Tisha B’Av, which teaches us that – more than anything – Judaism is experiential. And if it isn’t experienced by you, if it isn’t personal to you, then it isn’t Judaism in the truest sense.

The entire purpose of the Torah, of the Land of Israel, indeed of creation itself, is to inhabit, to internalize and personalize the divine ideas and ideals.

Now – on Tisha B’Av – is the most opportune time to make this message resonate in a personal way. This is how we rebuild the Temple and transform the days of destruction and sadness into an eternity of building and joy.

Settling the Land is not merely about the Land, but about implementing the highest truths – the truths of the Torah – in a tangible way in our everyday lives.
When we live an experiential, first-person Judaism, then surely the Temple will be rebuilt so that the days of sorrow will be turned into days of celebration and, instead of mourning the Temple, we will dance in its courtyard!

Shabbat Shalom!
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