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Y. AGNON was the supreme

literary alchemist, transforming the

raw stuff of fotklore to shimmering
literary nuggets. In his short story, “That
Tzaddik’s Etrog,” we have a clearexampie
of his antistic magic. He uses sleight of pea
1o give us the literary cquivalentofan M.C.
Escher drawing. At first we sce only the
while angels, but then the black devils
formed by the interstices come to the fore
and impinge on our perception. Which is
the real Rebbe Mikheleh - waddik or
scoundrel?

THE STORY BEGINS with a puzzling
introduction, which scems to be just so
much superfluous dross. Another apparent-
Iy unnccessary paragraph is tacked on to
the end. Both segments could be omitted
without changing the cssence of the story
one whit. But thase "extrarcous” opening
and closing lines which frame the story, arc
components of Agnon’s wit. He must con-
vince us that kis version is, indeed, the true
pibaitobiondihiiiniii Aattnie

quire an etrog by scifless sacrifice of a
precious possession, not stooping to nick-
el-and-dime the seller over the change. His
most impressive characteristic is complete
self-control over himself when his “un-
spiritual” wiie ruins his etrog because a
broken pitam (stem or protuberance) in-
validates an etrog, rendering it unfit for
ceremonial use. Reb Mikheleh could well
serve as a role model, symbol of that rare
contempory man of utmost seli-diseipline
who resists the materialistic and bedonistic
pressures of his environment

Perhaps that is why Rabbi Raruch
counsels us in the very last line, *“This is a
stery worth hearing twice.” Heeding that
advice, let’s hear it a second time.

THE SECOND TIME AROUND, we
begin 10 see some of the black emerging
from the interstices between the lines: Reb
Mikheleh may not bx: such a righteous man
after all. The key to understanding that
Agnon may really be painting 3 highly

ctrog at the climax, In Agnon’s critical
portraitof the couple, Reh Mikheleh comes
off second best to his wife's innate and
quict forbearance.

Another techaique up Agnon's sleeve
is the use of an idiom associated with o
certain object in order o transfer the
fatter’s qualities to a different object. He
describes the etrog as

“a feast for the eyes end truly fit jor
the benediciion.”

This is almost exactly how Genesis
{3:6} describes the first problematic fruit
which had such a disastrous spinoff in the
Garden of Eden:

... the woman saw ... it was a feast
Sor the eyes and truly fit to make one
wise.”

In fact, midrash suggests Eve’s forbid-
den fruit was an ctrog. But for Agnon,

AGNON’S ETROG:

TRANSMUTING LITERATURE
FROM FOLKLORE

By Esther Azulay snd Shira Leibowitz

version of a taje we have heard clsewhere,
He establishes his credibility in two ways:
he name drops, and he 1015 out an eye-wit-
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The name dropping reads almost like
the opening paragraph of an anicle in a
chemistry journal, where an author cites,
and omits, names which serve to establish
his credentials with the reader and to add
to the aura of veracity. With the aid of good
references, Agnon wishes to create an un-
assailable claim to the truth of this story;
afterall kis vesion is from Reb Shioma of
Zvibel, a descendant of Reb Mikhelch of
Zloczow (pronounced zlow'-chow). To
erase any Hngering doubt he drops two
more references at the end of the story,
Rabbis Yosef of Yampol and Baruch of
Mezbizh,

Furthermore, he boasts an cye-witness:
the daughter-in-law of the holy preacher
himself. Agnon gocs 1o great leagths to
establish his claim of veracity, because he
is not neutrally reteliing a well-known tale,
but creating his own madically ironic ver-
sion, drawn in Escheresque now-
white/now-black ambiguity,

ON FIRST READING, we mcet Reb
Mikheleh in his white purity. He is a tad-
dik who, despite his own impoverishment
and bare cupboards, sequesters a loaf of
bread to save beggars from humiliation,
should they knock at his otherwise empty
home. He is not only immersed in good
deeds, but in prayer amd study as he con-
centrates in his solitude room. Disdainful
of materialistic concerns, he rises above his
own bodily needs, wotrying only about the
needs of the Divine. Nevertheless, he can
act with alacrity when there is a precept 0
fulfill. He dashes 1o the etrog-selier and
exudes joy when he is finally able 10 ac-

critical portrait is in his clever vse of 5
phrase from Proverbs, which he excises
from its context (kindacss to animals,
Proverbs 12:10) and flips over for added
rony. The first tme the tzaddik's wife
comes on stage, she is deseribed as a
woman who “understood the soul of her
righteous husband." Agnon banks on the
reader’s hearing the reverberations from
the book of Proverbs., When the description
of the Rebbetzin is juxtaposed to the
origindl Proverb, the full irony becomes
obvious.

Proverba: Yodeah tz2ddix
Agoon:  Yoadsat
{ishio shel oto tzaddik

Nefesh behemto
Nefesh bastah

roverbs: A tzaddik understands.

the soul of his beazt.
Agnon:  The wife of that tzaddik  understands
the soul of her . husberd.

One can hear Agnon chuckling o him-
seif ashe stips this verse-play into the story,
transforming the Rebbetzin into the real
tzaddik and making ‘“that tzaddik™ ...
beastly.

She is, indced, saintly: while he
secludes himself in his solitude room, she
frees him from family burdens, is logical
and practical. These sterling qualities cam
her the rebuke, “You arc worried about
meat and fish, and I am worricd about not
yethaving my etrog.” Despite his reproach,
and his jarringly egofistical “my etrog,”
she patiently exits, With her lips, she kisses
the mezuzah and swallows her disappoint-
ment. She doesn’t repeat 1o herself, as ke
does at the end of the story, “But T will not
be angry. But I will not be angry.” She
simply is not angry, although she would be
justified to be enraged. In contrast, we can
imagine him gritting his teeth to control his
fury when he is devastated by the ruined

apain plucking & verse out of context, it is
the man who is seduced by the goodly iruit.

ANOTHER UNDERCURRENT of
irony is crested in the unstated conflict
between personal piety and codified law.
The hero seems 1o be impelied by his ob-
session with obtaining a perfect ctrog, not
pausing 0 ask what would be the halakhi-
cally correet decision at each point in the
plot. There are at least four arcas of halakha
which impinge upon the story.
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b) Hidur mitzvah

Tradition definitely encourages enhan-
cement of mitzvot. This principle is based,
surprisingly, on the halakhic decision that
circumcision be done as aesthetically as
possible, even at the expense of certain
Sabbath infringements. A beautiful ctrog is
one of the objects singied out by the Tal-
mud for aesthetic cnhancement (along with
wallit, shofar, and Torah scroll). But.an
upper Himit for enhancement is indicated as
well, “For the sake of Aidur one should
spend as much as a third more than the cost
of the mitzvah.” It scems the zaddik want
overboard according to this criterion as
well.

¢) Family support

Although it seems superfluous to legal-
Iy legislate a man’s responsibility 1o sup-
port his family. halakha recognizes that this
is not a sclf-evident principle and
prescribes minimal levels, The case of Rek
Mikheleh, along with the thousands of con-
tempory child-support cases in courts, tes-
sifics to the need for such legislation,
halakhic or civiz.

d) Rejoicing

Reb Mikheleh’s quest is rationalized at
one point with a guote about Succot from
Leviticus (23:40), “You shali ke a fruit
of the beautiful tree {etrog) ... and
rejoice...”, But the format that rejoicing
must take is not left (o our whim, Tha e
knew full well that halakha, in it wond

city, delineates the concept of
festival rejoicing, The Maimonidean for
mulation dictates that

ioe-

“the festivity..include tie ap-
propriaic rejoicing of each man and
kis children ard the members of kis
howsehold. The children, for ex-
ample, skould be given parched
grain, puts, and sweetmeais: the
womernfolk should be presented with
pretty clothes and trinkets according
1o one’s means; the menfolk should
eat meat and drink wine."

By contrasting Agnon’s work with this sampling of folk-ver-
sions, we discern clearly the role reversal he has shrewd} y
performed, turning the shrew info a saint and the tzaddik

into an obsessive egoist.
asidbuenibdntiduiidiinl o
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a) Allocation of scarce resources

Halakha defines not only minimat
standards, but operational prierities in
situations demanding choices.

“If a [poor] person must choose be-
tween Sabbath lights and Chanukal
lights ... the lighting of his home (by
Sabbath candles) takes priority, so
as to sustain peace in the house.”

When mitzvot have w squarc-off, there
are guidelines. Ewog vs. tefillin? Tefillin,
Etrog vs. holiday meals? Holiday meals.
Given Reb Mikheleh'’s predicament. not
just our gut reaction, but halakha itsetf
would come down on the side of the Reb-
betzin.

In the light of this standard, the
tzaddik’s behavior is capricious. The Suc-
cot harvest demands a sober, carclully
delimited rejoicing.

Thus, cven by the vardstick of the
tzaddik’s own halakhic tradition, he was
guilty on several counts. It'snot his last line
that makes us distike him, “But { will not
beangry.” If only he had added at this point
... and my children are hungry. But I will
not be angry.” However, hie docsn’t. All he
cares about his is self-control.

Agnon critics have read additional
perspectives into this short siery. Rivka
Gurfein sces Agnon-the-philosopher at
work here, in a parable where a “{ine line
separates holiness from impurity, mitzvah
from sin,” and which reminds os of the

(continued on page 15)
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AGNON’S ETROG ...
(continued from pagel3)

angel/devil motif in the Escher woodcut.
Zvi Massad sees Agnon-the-moralist here,
presenting Mikheleh as the paragon of seli-
restraint and endurance. But only by com-
paring Agnon’s miniature masterpiece io
the raw material, can we tease out his prob-
able intentions.

ELSEWHERE we have heard this story,
at least so Agnon insists. *“You heard the
story from whomever you may have heard
it” The very tile indicates that he assumes
the reader is familiar with the tale, “That
zaddik's etrog” ie., the same tzaddik we
know from some other recounting we have
heard. It is the impassioned conviction of
the telter that his version is right and those
told by others, wrong. There is an inner
tension within one and the same person, of
knowing that he is right and knowing that
this conviction has o be proven 1o others’
satisfaction, in this casc through the refer-
ences and eye-witness in the first and last
paragraphs, respectively, who could vouch
that this is the “very stuff of the originai ...
not adding a word ... except for clarifica-
tion.”

A comparison of Agnon’s story with
several renditions of the folktale reveals
the differences between great literature and
folklore. The three accounts below (there
are others) all belong to the genre of
Chasidic tales which impart moral-cthical
teachings. In this case, all three emphasize,
through their differing endings, the great
and rare virtue of not succumbing to wrath,
epitomized in the hero's self-control at the
end. Note, w0, the uncquivocal portrayal
of the hero in these three versionsasa role
model to emulate,

One version appears in a Chasidic An-
thology, where the tales are aanged ac-
cording to alphabetized topics. The first of
adozen tales under the heading “Anger” is
the story of a wealthy Jew who lent his
thousand-zloty etrog to a neighbor who
dropped and damaged i,

"The wealthy man bethought him-
self of the large sum he had spent on
the etrog ... He reminded himself
however, that should he feel anger
against the borrower ... this would
be displeasing to the Lord. He there-

fore took back the spoited etrog
without a word or reproach and in
complele calmness of spirit.”

This is the most artless of the folk
versions. It is difficult to fecl very sorry for
the wealthy owner, who can probably
replace his prize etrog with another one.

In a second version, Rabbi E. Kitov
presents the story in the chapier on Succot
in his book on holidays. Herc the wife is an
active etrog despoiler, while the tzaddik
remains a tzaddik to be emulated.

"An impoverished 12addik ... sold a
precious pair of inherited tefillin ...
and bought a beautiful etrog ... His
wife felt intense anguish which
turned to anger against her hus-
bard. She threw the etrog to the
ground, ... whereupon the tzaddik
said: ‘Tefillin | have sold, the etrog |
have lost, should I also fall ino the
pit of anger?*™

Rabbi Kitov's purpose is to exemplify
the principle that “intention in perfor-
mance of 2 mitzvah is proper if it does not
lead 10 anger”

The most vicious ending appears in a
recension where the wife is positively vil-
lainous. Rabbi Shlomo Zevin retells it in
his holiday anthology. Reb Mikhel of Zioc-
zow inherited a set of valuable iefillin. He
had turned down an offer of 50 reinish for
them; despite his destitution he wouldn't
hear of selling. His wife nagged him to sell
them, since he had an ordinary spare set he
used for prayer.

“Once on Succot eve there was no
etrog 10 be found in all of Zloczow.
At the last minute someone brought
a perfect etrog to town for sale for
50 reinish. R, Mikiel rushed (o sell
his father's tefillin, and bought the
elrog. When his wife learned of this,
she was furious and bombarded her
husband with curses and insults:
‘How dare you? How many times
have I implored you to sell the tefil-
lin for kousehold necessities, and
Yyou refised? And now ..." She
worked herself into a rage finally
grabbing the etrog from the table.
She bit the stem off with her teeth,
and spit it to the ground. R. Mikhel
walched, not uttering a word of
reproach. 'If the Holy One Blessed

be He desires that my etrog be
spoilt, I accept this with love.” Later,
his father appeared to him in a
dream, saying approvingly that
Mikhel's forbearance made an even
greater impression in Heaven, than
did the initial act of piety in purchas-
ing an etrog at a great financial
sacrifice.”

This ending sharpens both the
Rebbewzin's shrewness and R. Mikhel's
saintliness. She isthe ultimate klafia, he the
paragon of endurance.

By contrasting Agnon’s work with this
sampling of foik-versions, we discern
clearly the role reversal e has shrewdly
performed, tuming the shrew into a saint
and the tzaddik into an obsessive egoist.
Agnon's conceit is that, while the reader
may be familiar with the folkale in one of
the above formats, only Agnon’s Rebbetzin
and Rebbe arc the real McCoys.

A comparison of
Agnon'’s story with
several renditions of the
folktale reveals the
differences between
great literature and
folklore.

WHILE AGNON is busy turming legend
into literature, he is not too busy to take a
stand on a socio-historic controversy as
well. A.A. Rivlin has noted that the ap-
P e of historical Chasidic keaders in
the final paragraph is not irrelevant to the
plot. The casual reader may stop following
the story when the action ends with the
tzaddik's last words and just skim the final
paragraph considering it a list of Chasidic
rabbis arbitrarily mentioned for no osten-
sible reason. Agnon was rarely arbitrary,
One end of the Chasidic spectram in
Galicia was represented by R. Yehiel Mik-

. hel (died about 1786), a dour ascetic. Gubez)

describes him as one who remained pure
and didn’t understand the temptations of
men. “According to a report which afl but
crosses the border between the sublime and
the ridiculous, he never warmed himsclf at
the stove, for this would have been a con-

cession to sloth; never bent down 1o his
food, for this would have been yielding to
greed; and never scratched himself, since
this would have verged on volupluous-
ness.” Opening the chapter he devotes o
R. Mikhel, Buber retells a vigneue about
this Rebbe’s happincss despite (or because
of) his poventy. “Someone challenged Reb
Mikhel, who lacked so much, about how
he could say the morning blessing,
‘Blessed be Thou ... who has supplied my
every need.” R. Mikhel responded, "My
need is for poverty, and that is what T have
been supplied with.” This same Wel-
tanschauung is echoed in the Agnon story
when the tzaddik says, upon acquiring his
etrog (while his home is still bereft of
food), “Praised be the Blessed and Sublime
Name for ... fulfilling my cvery need.”

At the other extreme is Rabbi Baruch
of Mezbizh (died 1811), described by
Buber as a man of wealth, power, pride,
and splendor. Even if this is somewhal
exaggerated, he did represent a view op-
posed to R. Mikhel's asceticism.

THUS it is no accident that Agnon brings
R. Baruch on stage at the end to request a
retciling of the story lest we, on first hear-
ing, mistake Reb Mikheleh for an un-
qualificd tzaddik. Agnon, perhaps
speaking through the Rabbi of Mezbizh,
saves the Jast word ot for R. Mikheleh, but
for Rabbi Baruch, “This is a story worth
hearing twice.” Should we hear it to leam
how 1o be, or how not 1 be? That is the
question.

NOTES:

1. S.Y. Agnon, "That Traddik’s Eirop,” translated
from the Hebrew by Shinx Leibowitz and Moshe
Kohn, with pezmission from Schocken Publ. House,
Tel Aviv. The Translation appeared in the J

Post Weekend Magazine, Oct. § 1990, The original
appeared in the coflection Ha’esh Veha'ctrim,
Schocken, Tel Aviv, 1966.

2. M.C. Escher, “Circle Limit IV (eaven and Helt) ™
Asngel/devil motif o woodcut printed from 2 blocks.
In The Grapbic Work of M.C. Escher, by M.C.
Escher, trens. 3. Brigham, Ballantine, New York,
1960, p. 12,

3. Maimonides, Laws of Chanukah, end of Co.4. In P,
Bimbaum, Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, Hebrow
Publ co, New York, 1985, p.111.

4. Taimud Shabbat, 133b. “Have 2 beawtiful Suces
in [God's] honee, a beautifal Julav and etrog, a beauti-
ful shofar, a beautiful talljy, a beantiful scroll of faw
.. 8 wrap it with beautifu} silks.”

5. Tahnud Baba Kamaz, 5.

6. Mishnah Ketubot, Chapier S.

(continued on page 21}

Modem historians have, indeed, come to
concur in recognizing that mundane his-
tory in itsclf bears neither meaning nor
truth. Thus, the Torah perspective,
preseated as it is in this very first verse,
with Rashi’s elucidation of its most simple
meaning, controverts completely the
spurious assertions of the Wis-
senschaftliche adherents of the Clio myth
millennia before they were cven con-
ceived, Whatever else Jewish histery can
be, itcan never serve as the source of Torah
and mitzvot

On the other hand, the Torah'’s narra-
tives clearly validate the study of history
when conducted within the appropriate
contexis.® As Rashi explains, the Torah's
historical accounts narrate events iflusirat-
ing the relationships occurring among
Divine Providence, the Children of Israel,
and the remainder of humanity. These
relationships, however, are blished

Jewish peoplc established at Sinai.

Thus, in the final analysis, it is Torah
which alone authorizes Jewish history and
which provides its namative with thematic
orientation. Meaning in historical accounts
always must be introduced from beyond

The Jewish variant of the
Clio myth, the
Wissenschaft des Juden-
fums, suffers from
precisely the same flaws
as all programmatic
speculative
philosophies of history.

beyond history as a consequence of the
momentous events which transpired at
Sinai. For its part, Jewish history's focal
interest is the often twrbulent results over
time of that bond between God and the

the peri of history itself, either con-
sciously or accidentally. Torah insists,
from the outsct, that meaning be intro-
duced deliberately and provides that
definitive meaning which oricnts and
cvaluates all historicat narration. Without

this authorization and orientation, Jewish
history must remain, as the artifacts of the
Wissenschaftliche school empirically il-
lustrate, merely the fallacious recounting
of misconstrued, disparate incidents and

4. Vico cannot be faulted for the comman neglecs of
this centeal arg of his work. He expliatly vtates
that its principles apply caiy 1o the “Gentes,™ ic., the
Gentiles,

5. For example, Vico writes, “The Hebrew religion
was founded by the tnie God on the prohibizion of
divination on which gl the gentile nations arose ...

episodes without i Icoh ¢ Or sig-
nificance.

Any genuine treatment of our past must
firmly acknowledge and reflect Rashi's in-
itial, and c quently crucial, c
on Bereshit: it is not the history of the
Jewish people that created the Torah but,
quite the contrary, it is the Torah that
creates the Jewish people and their unigue
history.

NOTES:
1. “Clio™ was the Greek muse of history and is fre-
quently employed by histotians to refer to their dis-
cipline.

2. The standard English translation, by T.G. Bergin
and MH. Fisch, is of the 1744 hird cdition of the
Scienza nuova, The New Science of Glambatilsta
Vico, (Tthaca, 1984).

This axiom i¥ one of the principal reasons for the
division of the entirc world ... into Hebrews and
gentiles."” Vico, p62,

4. Of course, Tanzch, particularly in the Prophets and
Writings, poctic expression is guile commonly
employed. Bint the “lorah has preceded these works
and icted very p dully its anti-myth
message. Poctry, theologically neutsal in iseli, cecs
Literated from its degradation into the bondage of
papaniom, can now beclevated to serve as s fitvehicls
for the ssored.

7. Rashi, Bereshit i:1.

8. A study of the andent word's liesstare suggesis
thet not oaly does Torah approve of history, bat that
Totsh™s narratives, it fact, “invented” history as a
subject worthy of human endeaver. Other cultures,
such as the Egyptians, Babylonisns, Greeks, Indians,
and Chinese, immersed as they all were in 162 mes-
metizing fantasics of mythalogy, were quite fate in
ummiving at 2n appreciation of the usefulness of faciual
history. a

3.Scc Paul L Rose,in R TA §
in Germany, From Kant to YWagner, (Princeton,
1950), for a very powerful siudy of the relationship
barween Gemman Romartic Tdealist thought and the
roots of Nezi and Marxist antisemitista.

Joseph H. Udelson is a Professor of Hisiory
at Tennessee State University and a
Corresponding Editor of The Jewish
Review.
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Checkbook
Judaism:

Are we paying too
high a price?
By Rabbi Stewart M. Welss

Thcy call us Jews the people of the
Book. For years, I thought that meant
the Holy Book, the Torah, the Book of Law
and Mitzvot. Now, it seems, the Good
Book is being replaced by another, less
scared 1ext: the Almighty Checkbook.,

What really started my engine on this
was an incident that took place a few
months ago, right before Pesach. As T have
done cach year for a quarter century, I
called my brother to wish him a Happy
Passover. I reminded him that Mom and
Dad had decided that he, and not I, would
be the B chor, the first-bora of the family.
As such, T el him, - as if he didn’t know
alrcady - he has two choices on Erev
Pesach. He will cither have to get up carly
to atiend a minyan and participale in a
festive siyum o conclude a tractate of the
Talmud so that he can cat, or he will have
to fast with the other first-born in recogni-
tion of being saved from the 10th Plague,
the killing of the first-born in Egypt.

“Not this year!™ he tells me excitediy.
“I have discovered T have a third, more
convenicnt, option!”

No Fast, Just $S$

And then, to my amazement, he tells
me that he has reccived a bulletin from his

local synagogue advising him that, “ac-
cording to our Law,” i can either fast, or
he can “‘redeem™ himself from this obliga-
tion by - you guessed it - making a donation
tothe synagogue. Just send acheck, and eat
to your heart’s delight.

As I contemplated the issuc further, my
amazement at the absurdity of all this gave
way to a rcalization that it was only amore
extreme manifestation of a phenomenon
becoming more and more prevalent in
Jewish practice today. Examples, alas,
abound.

Consider the mitzvah of skalack
manot, the giving of gifts on Purim day.
Once, we took the time to lovingly prepare

No amount of Israeli
bond purchases can
equal one trip to Israel,
and no check, regard-
less of its size, can
match the reward
gained from living and
practicing Judaism.

baskets of ready-to-cat goodices, then
delivered them to our fricnds and neigh-
bors. Now, we are besicged by dozens of
companics who do the preparing. packag-
ing and delivering for us, and we never
have to leave our homes or bake a single
hamantash. All we do is wrile the check.
Or the veshivot which inform me that
“surrogate studiers™ are waiting o study
anything from Torah to Talmud in my name
and on my behalf, aware as they are that 1,

like most Jews, probably am too busy toset
aside time cach day for leaming. For a
smali fee, they will gladly fulfill this
obligation for me. Instant scholarship,
checkbook-style,

Of course, the most obvious example
of checkbook Sudaism, long on the
American scene, is the pay-for-prayer ap-
proach to kaddish. Virtually every
synagogue and Jewish institution now “‘ar-
ranges™ for kaddish to be recited in
memory of the deceased, allowing the
moumer 1o continue his schedule uninter-
rupied and unhampered by the “hassle™ of
having to be in a minyan moming and
evening. For a price, we are told, our loved
ones can rest easy in Heaven, and their
survivors® obligation can be fulfitled as
quickly as they can sign their own names.

Opting Out of Judaism

The problem with all these “innova-
tions” to Jewish practice, so tempting and
scemingly aprapos in a society as afflucat
as ours, is simplc: They are not Judaism.
They representan att-:mpt, based on wealth
amd wherewithal, 10, \ptout of Judaism and
assign our dutics and obligations to others.
They create a class sysiem in Jewish
society: those who do and those who get
others to do for them,

But Judaism is not a spectator spart; it
docs not alfow some 10 obscrve through
action and others to stmply observe them
as they perform the rituals. Yes, it is true
that in some other religions the cleric may
issue “dispensation” for a certain sin or
obligation: in other sects, like the Druse,
only a few of the elite, priestly class per-
form the rituals for the masses, But Jewish
law is quite clear on this subject: When it
comes to the performance of mitzvol, it is

every man for himself. Light your own
menorah on Chanukah, swallow your own
mutzzh, hear the shofar with your own cars,
nail up your own mezuzah. The list of
commandments we can fulfill through an
cffortless “Amen™ or quick donation is
shorter than Federation budgets with a
sarplus.

The real tragedy of the non-involve-
ment approach to Judaism is that the
“giver” invariably becomes the loser. For
it is only in the actwal doing that we come
10 appreciate the beauty of Judaism. The
moummer who attends services each day and
recites kaddish avoids the tendency to
withdraw after a loss and becomes re-in-
tegrated into socicty. The student who
opens the book and studies, at his own
pace, becomes the scholar and feels ful-
filled. The woman who bakes her awn
challah, the boy who leams his own Musaf,
the family that prepares its own seder at
home are the ones who get the most “bang
for their buck.” They cxpericnce Judaism,
and all its concomitant rewards, while the
others merely relieve their guilt, but miss
out on all the personal cmotion and satis-
faction that being Jewish has 10 offer. No
amount of Istacli bord purchases canequal
one trip to Isracl, and no check, regardicss
of its size, can maich the reward gained
from living and practicing Judaism,

There is an oid Yiddish expression
which says that, “If the rich could pay the
poor 1o die for them, the poor would all dic
rich.” [ am afraid that if the trend towards
checkbook Judaism continues unabated,
we may find the Jewish people has paid far
100 high a price 73
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versions of the text reflect two distinct
philosophies, both of which arc illustrated
in a wlmudic discussion in Tractate Megil-
1ah. The talmud raises the question, "“Why
is it that on Purim we do not recite the
Hallel (the thanksgiving hymns of the book
of Psalms) as on Passover?”

R. Nakman says, the reading of the
Megillah is itself the Hallel, Rava
said, at the time of the Exodus the
Jews were justified in reciting the
Hallel, singing “Praise Him, O ser-
vants of the Lord” {Psalms 113:1) -
by inference, the Lord's servants
und not Pharoak’ s servants. How-
ever, on Purim could they sing
“Praise Him, O servants of the
Lord" [and by inference] and no:
the servanis of Akasverosh - but we
are still servants of Ahasverosh!
{i.c., the Jews remained in exile fol-
lowing the miracle of Purim} %

According to Rav Kasher, the argument
between R, Nahman and Ravaconcems the
nature of servitude. In Rava's opinion, at a
time¢ when the Jews are physically sub-
jugated, it is improper to recite the Halle.
R. Nahman, fiowever, believes that physi-
cal subjugation is irrclevant. After the Ex.
odus, after the Jews received the Torah at
Sinai, havealways been spiritually free and
the recitation of the Hallel is always ap-
propriate. On Purim, however, the reading
of the Megillah itslf is a replacement for
the Hailel. Rav Kasher concludes with the
following:

This is the meaning of the phrase in
the Hagaddah “In every generation
one ought 10 look upon kimself as if
he personally kad gone out of Egypt

.. Not only our ancestors alone did
the Holy One, blessed be He,
redeem, but also us has le
redeemed with them.” This unique
virtue - that fact that we feel oursel-
ves 1o be eternally free men - was in-
stalled in our breasts at the time of
the Exodus, as it is writien: “Accord-
ing to the word that | covenanted
with you when you came out of
Egypt, so My spiril remaineth
amaong you, fear ye not.” {tiaggai
2:5) That spirit of the Eternal, that
spirit of freedom which He has im-
planted within us. shall not depart
Sfrom us unto eternity.’”

This s the challenge the obscrvant Jew
faces each and cvery day of his life, every
time he or she performs a mitzvah - the
challenge 1o view the mitzvot not as a
burden, but as a path to man’s liberation.
May we all be blessed o mcet this chal-
lenge accordingly, fulfilling the dictum
“there is no man so frec as he whoengages
in Torah.”
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