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Whose Words?

Jeremy Tabick, PhD Candidate in Rabbinic Literature,
JTS

[W]e push through the crowd, heading somewhere. Bodies
clear frame and we see the HOMELESS MAN sitting on a
park bench. His sign reads: “THEE END”. The Homeless
Man smiles into camera. We continue forward and in a slow,
mysterious, subtle fashion his face slowly transforms into the
very pleased, FACE OF GOD, who winks and we CUT TO
BLACK.
—Script for Bruce Almighty by Steve Koren, Mark O’Keefe, Steve Oedekerk

Amos the prophet is an inspiring and tragic figure.

For two chapters, he denounces the “crimes against humanity” of Israel and
her neighbors; in the closing words of this week’s haftarah, he tells us why:

“A lion has roared | Who can but fear?
My Lord God has spoken / Who can but prophesy?” (Amos 3:8)

Why did he leave his home to rail against the people of Israel? Because it
was impossible for him not to. The Lion roared; God called him; he saw the
moral failings of God’s people and knew he had to speak out.

At the same time, though, his rhetoric and the way he screams at the high
priest of Bet El (in chapter 7) make him sound like a street-corner
doomsday preacher, an insane person shouting that the world is coming to
an end.

We need people like Amos today, who feel so moved by their moral
principles that they can’t help but speak out. And, unlike for Amos, we need
to ensure those people have platforms from which they can be heard. At
the end of the film Bruce Almighty, a homeless man (played by Jack
Jozefson), who has displayed signs foretelling the end of days throughout
the movie, appears and morphs into God (played by Morgan Freeman). So,
too, does Amos teach us that this kind of moral vision sometimes comes
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directly from God’s mouth.
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Being Raised from the Pit

Simeon Cohen, Student, The Rabbinical School of JTS,
Class of 2017

Three years ago, Jewish novelist Dara Horn published her fourth novel, A
Guide for the Perplexed. Borrowing its title from Maimonides’s quintessential
work of Jewish philosophy, the book follows two sisters, Josephine and Judith,
as they struggle with issues of faith, reason, memory, and sibling rivalry.
Josephine and Judith serve as stand-ins for Joseph and Judah; in a sense, the
novel functions as an extended midrash on a key biblical incident which can be
found in this week’s parashah, Vayeshev: the casting of Joseph into the pit at
the hands of his brothers. Ultimately, Horn’s Josephine and the biblical Joseph
arrive at the same conclusion: through suffering, which both characters
experience in their respective tales, one can ultimately come to achieve
greatness.

Vayeshev opens by recounting the favor and love which Jacob bestows upon
Joseph, and the jealousy which this love incites in Joseph's brothers. As the
text tells us, “And when his brothers saw that their father loved him more than
any of his brothers, they hated him so that they could not speak a friendly
word to him” (Gen. 37:1). Due to their hatred, the brothers devise a plan: they
conspire to throw Joseph in a pit and tell their father that a “savage beast”
devoured him. When Joseph comes upon his brothers, they strip him of his
famous “many-colored tunic” and cast him into the pit.

In Horn's novel, the analogous incident takes place at a summer camp in the
Berkshires. Josie, an asthmatic, is forced down into a pit deep in the woods to
retrieve her inhaler, which was thrown down by her jealous older sister, Judith.
Horn provides a harrowing account of a terrified young girl in the depths of
both physical and emotional despair. “The sides of the pit rose up around her,
merciless surfaces of mud and stone. For a long moment, oxygen fled her
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brain, returning in a dizzying rush that flung her to the ground. She lay on
her back, looking up at the sky, feeling the frantic rise and fall of her chest”
(36).

Yet all is not lost for Josie. While she is in the pit, afraid and alone, she has
a vision: the walls of the pit become hundreds of little drawers, each filled
with a memory from her past. Ultimately, this vision evolves into the basis
for a software program (called, in the novel, Genizah), which becomes
extremely successful and propels Josie to greatness. Her success can be
attributed to her experience in the pit: had Josie not undergone such a
traumatic incident as a young girl, she might never have achieved the
greatness she was destined for.

Joseph'’s life follows a similar trajectory. Prior to being cast into the pit, he
was living comfortably as his father’s favorite child. Had he not undergone
the terrible experience of being traumatized by his brothers, he would
never have become a slave in Egypt, interpreted Pharaoh’s dreams, or risen
to second-in-command in the Egyptian court. In other words, without the
suffering that Joseph was forced to endure, he might never have achieved
greatness. Perhaps Josie and Joseph both experience an arc described by
Friedrich Nietzsche, who wrote that “every major growth is accompanied
by a tremendous crumbling and passing away: suffering, the symptoms of
decline, belong to the times of tremendous advance.” Or, as the legendary
Jewish American singer-songwriter David Bromberg puts it, “you’ve got to
suffer if you want to sing the blues.”

The text of Vayeshev recounts that Joseph was cast into an empty pit, a
77 M. As we read, “The pit was empty; there was no water in it” (Gen
37:24). In a comment on this verse, Rashi asks the inevitable question: why
did the Torah choose to include the second clause in the verse? Since the
text already told us that “the pit was empty,” do we not know that there was
no water in it? The answer he gives, based on a classical midrash, is that
although the pit might have been devoid of water, it was filled with WM
D29pY), snakes and scorpions. This is far worse. Instead of giving Joseph
a chance to survive by throwing him into an empty pit, in a midrash
reminiscent of a scene from Raiders of the Lost Ark, the brothers throw him
into a pit of snakes, condemning him to almost certain death and ensuring
that he suffered to the greatest degree possible.

In a sense, 2016 has felt like a year in which we were collectively cast into a
pit. It was the most politically turbulent year in modern memory, and it
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culminated in one of the most divisive elections in American history.
Furthermore, we lost such luminaries as Leonard Cohen and Elie Wiesel,
fires raged throughout Israel, and just this past week, we witnessed the
destruction of Aleppo. It sometimes feels as if we are living in an empty pit, a
P9 712, as the language of Genesis puts it. We are suffering. Perhaps we can
draw some consolation from the lyrics of another legendary Jewish American
singer-songwriter, and hope that “the darkest hour” is, in fact, “right before
the dawn.”

Saturday night marks the first night of Hanukkah. Hanukkah is the
quintessential Jewish expression of moving from darkness to light. The
rabbis of the Talmud teach that Adam celebrated the first Hanukkah after
experiencing his first winter solstice, when he realized that the days were no
longer getting shorter and darker, but were now getting longer and brighter
(BT Avodah Zarah 8a). And as Hillel teaches, we light one more candle each
night of the holiday to reflect that we should only ascend in holiness, and
never descend, 17710 PRI WP 1P9YN (BT Shabbat 21a).

Just as we light a new candle each night of Hanukkah, so too did Joseph’s
reality gradually get brighter; eventually, he was raised from the darkness of
suffering in the pit to the light of the Egyptian court. My hope and prayer for
us, as we move into Hanukkah and 2017, is that we too are raised from the
pit. Unlike Joseph'’s brothers, may we remember to always treat each other
with love, mercy, and compassion. May the coming year be one in which rise
from the darkness, and not be cast further down. To echo Hillel, may 2017
be a year in which we only ascend in holiness, and never descend.

The publication and distribution of the JTS Parashah Commentary are made possible by a generous grant
from Rita Dee (z"]) and Harold Hassenfeld (z/).



Inspiration for Each Night of Hanukkah

Sixth Night: Rabbi Ismar Schorsch, Chancellor Emeritus
This is the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel [the leader of R YR IR YN
the puny band of exiles who returned in 537 B.C.E. from

Babylon to found what would become the Second Jewish

Commonwealth]: Not by might, nor by power, but by
My Spirit—said the Lord of Hosts (Zech. 4:6).
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In the long run, Jewish survival is not a matter of military might or
political sagacity, important as they both are, but an inner resolve
that springs from faith. And it is to drive home that fundamental
lesson of Jewish history that the rabbis chose to read the words
of the prophet Zechariah on the Shabbat of Hanukkah.
What do you think sustains the Jewish people? Faith? Something else?

Seventh Night: Professor Arnold M. Eisen, Chancellor
[A] frank appraisal of the periods in which Judaism flourished will indicate that not
only did a certain amount of assimilation and acculturation not impede Jewish
continuity, but that in a profound sense, this assimilation and acculturation was a
stimulus to original thinking and expression, a source of renewed vitality.
(Chancellor Gerson Cohen, z', “The Blessing of Assimilation in Jewish History”)
The Hanukkah story is the perfect stimulus for such reflections,
especially when read, as some historians do, not as a conflict
between Jews and a tyrannical government, but as a dispute
among Jews themselves over which Greek customs are
acceptable and which cross the line to assimilation or apostasy.
Where have you seen assimilation or acculturation provide
‘renewed vitality” to Judaism?
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Blessings and Songs for Hanukkah Candle Lighting

,02I97 790 I009-R ‘D PR P2
NN YY M 7*';715 NN vm:mn NYTH YR
Barukh atah Adonai, Elohenu melekh ha olam,

asher kideshanu bemitzvotav, vetzivanu lehadlik ner shel Hanukkah.

Blessed are you, God, ruler of the universe, who has sanctified us with Your
commandments and commanded us to kindle the light of Hanukkah.
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Barukh atah Adonai, Elohenu melekh ha’olam,

sheasah nisim la’avoteinu bayamim hahem bazeman hazeh.

Blessed are You, God, ruler of the universe, who performed miracles for our
ancestors in those days at this season.

Eighth Night: Dr. Benjamin D. Sommer, Professor of Bible
0PN ORI/ 2D DIP? /T 92210 In every age a hero or sage | Arose to
Y220 /1IN RT3 0NN DMLYV /' ouraid. [ Hark! In days of yore in
INTIN YVIN  |srael’s ancient land / Brave
See, in every generation / A hero arises /| Maccabeus led the faithful band.
Who saves the nation. / Listen! In those  (English adaptation of the same song
days in this season! / The Maccabee was by Judith K. Eisenstein, published in
a savior, a redeemer! (Zionist Hanukkah  (Union Songster : Songs and Prayers for
song by Menashe Rabina) Jewish Youth, New York, 1960)
g [ ]he [1960] song puts him [Judah Maccabee] next to a sage,
' and it mentions his followers’ faith as prominently as his own
bravery. ... The contrast between these two songs encapsulates a
debate between two views not only of Hanukkah but of Judaism
and of Jewish history.
What do you value in a leader? Might and bravery? Knowledge and faith?
Something else?

On the first night only:
7D TR MPAN DY WA BYIVY TR WK D N T3
Barukh atah Adonai, Elohenu melekh ha'olam,

sheheheyanu vekiyemanu vehigiyanu lazman hazeh.

Blessed are You, God, ruler of the universe, who has kept us in life and sustained us
and brought us to this season.
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Mighty rock of my salvatlon to praise You is a dellght / Restore my house of prayer and

there we will bring a thanksgiving offering / When you will prepare the destruction for the
blaspheming foe [ Then | will complete the dedication of the altar with songs and hymns.
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We light these candles because of the miracles and the wonders, because of the salvations
and the battles, that You performed for our ancestors in those days at this season through
Your holy priests. And during all eight days of Hanukkah these candles are sacred and we
may not use them for any purpose other than to look at them in order to thank and to praise
Your great name, because of Your miracles, Your wonders, and Your salvation.



Inspiration for Each Night of Hanukkah

First Night: Rabbi David Hoffman, Vice Chancellor and Chief Advancement
Officer
Our rabbis taught: when the first man saw the
daylight hours were becoming shorter and VYNNNY DY PNYRIN
shorter, he said, "Woe is me! Perhaps because | RNOY ONR ANR I
have sinned, the world is becoming dark around TVN oYY TMNIDY Yrawva
me and is returning to chaos. This is the death 1,021 1INY M YTYa
sentence declared upon me by Heaven!” He sat 179 NOIPIY NN RN
for eight days in fasting and prayer. After the D’ 'N aVN TRY ,DXNYVN
winter solstice when he saw the days becoming 19 ,[nYanay] nnayna
longer and longer, he said, “This is simply the ART NIV NAPN IRV
way of the world!” He went and made an eight- AR IOIMTPIRNDY DY
day festival (BT Avodah Zarah 8a). 190 R0 0YY Hv VNN
D220 D' NNNY VM
Hanukkah has, in its distant past, the most universal of messages.
. Itis a holiday about experiencing fear, vulnerability, and darkness
- and not being consumed. It is a holiday that reminds us that light
and security will return again, as sure as we know darkness will
return. These are the cycles of life. The challenge is
~ remembering that the darkness will, in fact, retreat. So this too,
like the story of the oil, is a story of profound faith.
What can each of us do so that we are not consumed by our fears?

DIR IRV ’9Y 9N
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Third Night: Rabbi Mychal Springer, Director, Center for Pastoral Education
The House of Shammai say: on the first day [of DY :DIMR YRNY N2
Hanukkah] one lights eight, from then on, one IRIN ,MNY PYTN NYVRY
fewer each day. And the House of Hillel say: on ) ;TAM NMa 1R
the first day one lights one, from then on, one PYRI DY (DR 590
more each day (BT Shabbat 21a) T7RY IR, ANR P70
9 qrom
For many of us who suffer... the reality of darkness can't be
ignored ... In being with one another in community and not being
abandoned in darkness, new possibilities do emerge. In a sense, we
need both the descent into darkness of Beit Shammai and the
ascent into light of Beit Hillel to come together in our hearts to
make a whole that is Hanukkah.
What can you do to support people close to you who are struggling?

Second Night: Rabbi Matthew Berkowitz, Director of Israel Programs
To whom may Abraham be likened? To a 5V 1IMRY NMT DNIAR NN
king’s friend, who saw the king walking about 1901 19NN DR IRIY [ on
in dark alleys and began lighting the way for JAMR PN DYARN MIRIANA
him through a window. When the king looked 9NN TITYYY PR SHNnm
up and saw him, he said: instead of lighting 19 90R MR AR THNN PR
the way for me from a distance, come out YN TIT Y RN ANRY TY
and light the way for me in my very presence. 77PN IR 79,2199 PRM R
So too did God say to Abraham (Genesis DAY
Rabbah 30:10).
< Abraham, a human being, leads the way for God. He walks
before God and creates his own light before God. That is the
truest light of redemption—when we as human beings light the
way for God.
What can we do to “light the way” towards a better world?
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Fourth Night: Rabbi Judith Hauptman, E. Billi Ivry Professor of Talmud and
Rabbinic Culture

Our Rabbis teach: it is appropriate to place the
Hanukkah lamp outside one’s door. If one lives in an
upper storey, one places it at the window facing a

public thoroughfare. (BT Shabbat 21b)
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The social and religious context in which Jews lived had an impact
on the development of Jewish ritual. ... Jews lived in Babylonia
amongst Zoroastrians and a central feature of the Zoroastrian
religion is holy fire, especially visible at this dark time of year. It is
very likely that the Rabbis who developed the rules of the public
display of Hanukkah lamps wanted to make sure that Jews were
not drawn to the Zoroastrian fire celebrations and were lighting
the Hanukkah lamps.
How can we ensure that Hanukkah measures up to other seasonal holidays?

Fifth Night: Rabbi Sarit Horwitz, The Rabbinical School (Class of 2015)

Rashi on “outside” (from yesterday’s text): :Pman
In order to publicize the miracle. RD2MDID DIVN
The underlying message of that miracle is actually about the
ability to practice an uninhibited Judaism, a type of religious
expression that's unhindered by both outside powers and internal
self-consciousness. ... It's good to be different. It's good to
publicize your individuality and be proud of traditions that not
everyone might have. And that's a message we should definitely
share with our neighbors.

What Jewish traditions or values do you want to share with your neighbors?




