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THE RABBI SACKS LEGACY

WHAT TIES US T0 JUDAISM?

A collection of sources and guiding questions on notions of covenant,
inspired by the teachings of Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks zt"

PART ONE
THE COVENANT: CHOICE OR OBLIGATION?

I. Biblical Covenant

The covenant (brit) between God and the Jewish people was reified and described multiple times in the Torah. The first text from
Exodus illustrates the first description of God’s covenant with the Children of Israel.

1 EXODUS 19:1-9, 16-19
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On the first day of the third month after the Israelites had left Egypt they came to the Sinai Desert. Setting out
from Refidim they had arrived at the Sinai Desert, encamping in the wilderness, and there Israel camped, facing
the mountain, while Moshe went up to God. And the Lord called to him from the mountain: “This is what you
shall say to the House of Yaakov, what you shall tell the people of Israel: You yourselves have seen what I did to the
Egyptians: how I lifted you up on eagles’ wings and brought you to Me. Now, if you faithfully heed My voice and
keep My covenant, you will be My treasure among all the peoples, although the whole earth is Mine. A kingdom of
priests and a holy nation you shall be to Me. These are the words you must speak to the Israelites.” So Moshe came
and summoned the elders of the people, and set before them all that the Lord had commanded him. And the people
answered as one — “All that the Lord has spoken we will do.” Moshe brought their answer back to the Lord. Then
the Lord said to Moshe, “I will come to you in a dense cloud, that the people may hear Me speaking to you. They will
then believe you forever.” When Moshe reported the words of the people to the Lord.

... The third day came; and that morning there was thunder and lightning and a dense cloud on the mountain and
the sound of a ram’s horn, intensely loud, and all the people in the camp shook. Then Moshe led the people out of
the camp to meet God, and they stood at the foot of the mountain. Mount Sinai was enveloped in smoke because the
Lord had descended on it in fire. Smoke billowed up from it as if from a furnace, and the mountain shook violently
as one. As the sound of the ram’s horn grew louder and louder, Moshe spoke and God answered him aloud.



The following text from Deuteronomy describes Moshe's speech to the Jewish people in their last year sojourning in the desert, in
which the covenant is created and in which they are told that the covenant is eternal.
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DEUTERONOMY 29:9-14
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All of you are standing today before the Lord your God — the leaders among you, the tribes, the elders and officials,
all the men of Israel, the children, the women, the strangers in your camp, from woodcutter to water drawer — to
enter into the covenant of the Lord your God, and the oath the Lord your God is making with you today, to estab-
lish you today as His people, that He may be your God, as He promised you and swore to your ancestors, Avraham,
Yitzchak, and Yaakov. Not with you alone am I making this covenant and oath; with you who are standing here with
us today before the Lord our God I make it, and with those, too, who are not with us here today.

POINTS TO PONDER

What does the covenant described in Exodus 19 seem to imply about consent?

What questions does the Deuteronomy reification of the covenant raise about consent?

Il. Chazal on the Covenant and Consent

These three midrashim each express a different notion about the relationship of Hashem and the Jewish people and the place (or

absence) of consent in the covenant. The Mechilta D'Rabbi Yishmael midrash depicts a very rational negotiation between God and the

Jewish people in which they accept Hashem's covenant. The Sifrei text describes a covenant that is forced on the people regardless

of their consent. And the description in Shabbat 88a gives us insight into a rabbinic debate - one rabbi sees the covenant as forced
upon the people and the other Sage insists that it was voluntarily accepted, even if this voluntary acceptance came later than Sinai.

MECHILTA D'RABBI YISHMAEL, 20:1, 3
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“Iam the Lord your God”: Why were the ten commandments not stated at the beginning of the Torah? An analogy:
A man enters a province and says (to the inhabitants): I will rule over you. They respond: Did you do anything for
us that you would rule over us? Whereupon he builds the (city) wall for them, provides water for them, wages war
for them, and then says: I will rule over you — whereupon they respond: Yes! Yes! Thus, the Lord took Israel out of
Egypt, split the sea for them, brought down manna for them, raised the well for them, brought in quail for them,
waged war with Amalek for them, and then said to them: I will rule over you — whereupon they responded: Yes!
Yes! ...

“There shall not be unto you any other gods before My presence”: What is the intent of this? An analogy: A king of
flesh and blood enters a province and his servants say to him: Make decrees for them. He: When they accept my rule,
I will make decrees for them. For if they do not accept my rule, they will not accept my decrees. Thus did the Lord
say to Israel: “I am the Lord your God. There shall not be unto you, etc.”: Am I He whose rule you have accepted?
They: Yes. He: Just as you have accepted My rule, accept My decrees.
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Variantly: Why is the exodus from Egypt mentioned in connection with every mitzvah? An analogy: The son of a
king’s loved one was taken captive. When he (the king) redeems him, he redeems him not as a son, but as a servant,
so that if he (the son) does not accept his decree, he can say to him “You are my servant!” When they enter the prov-
ince, he (the king) says to him: Put on my sandals and carry my things before me to the bath-house. The son begins
to object, whereupon the king presents him with his writ (of servitude) and says to him: “You are my servant!”

Thus, when the Holy One Blessed be He redeemed the seed of His loved one, He did not redeem them as “sons,” but
as servants, so that if they reject His decree He says to them: “You are My servants!” When they went to the desert,
He began to decree upon them some “light” mitzvot and some formidable ones, such as Shabbat, illicit relations,
tzitzit, and tefillin, and Israel began to object — whereupon He said to them: “You are My servants! On that condi-
tion I redeemed you; on condition that I decree and you fulfil!”

“Iam the Lord your God”: Why is this stated again? Is it not already written (Exodus 20:2) “I am the Lord your God
who took you out of the land of Egypt”? Why state it again? So that Israel not say: Why did the Lord command us (to
do mitzvot)? Is it not so that we do them and receive reward? We shall not do them and we shall not receive reward!
As Israel said (Ezekiel 20:1) “There came to me (Ezekiel) men of the elders of Israel to make inquiry of the Lord, and
they sat before me.” They said to him: A servant whose Master has sold him, does he not leave His domain? Ezekiel:
Yes. They: Since the Lord has sold us to the nations, we have left His domain. Ezekiel: A servant whose Master has
sold him in order to return, does he leave His domain? (Ibid. 32-33) “And what enters your minds, it shall not be, your
saying: We will be like the nations, like the families of the lands, to serve wood and stone. As Ilive, says the Lord God.
I swear to you that I will rule over you with a strong hand and with an outstretched arm and with outpoured wrath!”

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, SHABBAT 88A
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And they stood beneath the mountain: Rabbi Avidimi bar Hama bar Hasa said: “This teaches that the Holy One,
blessed be He, overturned the mountain and suspended it upon them like a barrel and said to them: “If you accept
the Torah, well and good, but if not—there shall be your burial!” Rabbi Aha bar Jacob observed: “This furnishes a
strong protest against the Torah: [i.e., a blanket excuse for non-observance of the Torah — for it is a covenant rat-
ified under duress and hence non-binding!] Said Rava: “Yet even so, they [the Jews] accepted it again in the days of
Achashverosh, for it is written: “The Jews confirmed and accepted upon themselves” (Esther 9:27), meaning, they
confirmed [with the institution of Purim] what they already accepted upon themselves long before [at Sinai].”

POINTS TO PONDER

From these three different descriptions as to why/how the Jewish people are bound to the covenant, do any of them resonate with
your understanding of the relationship with Hashem and the Jewish people?

What is the core disagreement between Rabbi Avidimi bar Hama and Rabbi Aha bar Jacob about the nature of the covenant?




I1l. Rabbi Sacks on the Covenant: This Demands Chosen Consent

Throughout his writings Rabbi Sacks insists that the core underlying principle of our covenant with God (and with keeping God's Torah)
demands voluntary consent. At the same time, Rabbi Sacks writes about how Jews throughout history have felt commanded by their
past — whether Jewish history or earlier generation of Jews. This gives rise to thinking of our covenant with God both as one we inherit
and also as one we must each choose for ourselves (and choose how to continue upholding).

ON VOLUNTARY CONSENT
6 | RABBI SACKS, RADICAL THEN, RADICAL NOW /7 A LETTER IN THE SCROLL, CHAPTER 2

God, who led His people from slavery to freedom, desires the free worship of free human beings. To be sure, there
is a strange and famous statement in the Talmud that when God gave Israel the Torah He suspended Mount Sinai
above their heads and said, “If you accept it, well and good. If not, this will be your burial place.” According to this,
once Jews had been chosen, they had no choice but to accept the terms of Jewish life. However, the Rabbis immedi-
ately rejected this idea. “If so, there is a fundamental objection to the Torah,” for there can be no covenant without
voluntary acceptance.

Judaism is a supreme expression of religion as freedom, and hence of the priority of faith over fate. Therefore I pre-
fer to search for another answer, one truer to the central values of our faith. God calls on us to undertake a journey.
He did so to Abraham and his family. He did so again to Moses and his people. They were free to decline. At many
points along the way, they or those they led had doubts. But somehow the vision they saw was compelling—not
because of its coercive force, its implacable fate, but by its moral beauty and spiritual grace...

ON INHERITING A GIFT AND FACING A CHOICE
7 | RABBI SACKS, COVENANT & CONVERSATION, NITZAVIM: WHY BE JEWISH?

..This is the question of questions of Jewish identity. How can we be bound by Jewish law, without our choice, merely
because our ancestors agreed on our behalf?

...Not every obligation that binds us is one to which we have freely given our assent. There are obligations that come
with birth. The classic example is a crown prince or princess. To be the heir to a throne involves a set of duties and
a life of service to others. It is possible to neglect these duties. In extreme circumstances it is even possible for a
monarch to abdicate. But no one can choose to be heir to a throne. That is a fate, a destiny, that comes with birth.

The people of whom God Himself said, “My child, My firstborn, Israel” (Ex. 4:22) knows itself to be royalty. That
may be a privilege. It may be a burden. It is almost certainly both.

It is a peculiar post-Enlightenment delusion to think that the only significant things about us are those we choose.
For the truth is that we do not choose some of the most important facts about ourselves. We did not choose to be
born. We did not choose our parents. We did not choose the time and place of our birth. Yet each of these affects who
we are and what we are called on to do.

We are part of a story that began long before we were born and will continue long after we are no longer here, and
the question for all of us is: Will we continue the story? The hopes of a hundred generations of our ancestors rest
on our willingness to do so. Deep in our collective memory the words of Moses continue to resonate. “It is not with
you alone that I am making this sworn covenant, but with ... whoever is not here with us today.” We are each a key
player in this story. We can live it. We can abandon it. But it is a choice we cannot avoid, and it has immense consequences.
The future of the covenant rests with us.

ON BEING COMMANDED BY PREVIOUS JEWISH CHOICES
8 | RABBI SACKS, RADICAL THEN, RADICAL NOW /7 A LETTER IN THE SCROLL, CHAPTER 4

That metaphor is for me the key to understanding our ancestors’ decision to remain Jewish even in times of great
trial and tribulation. I suspect they knew that they were letters in this story, a story of great risk and courage. Their
ancestors had taken the risk of pledging themselves to a covenant with God and thus undertaking a very special
role in history. They had undertaken a journey, begun in the distant past and continued by every successive gener-
ation. At the heart of the covenant is the idea of emunah, which means faithfulness or loyalty. And Jews felt a loyalty



to generations past and generations yet unborn to continue the narrative. A Torah scroll that has a missing letter is
rendered invalid, defective. I think that most Jews did not want theirs to be that missing letter...

I am a Jew because, knowing the story of my people, I hear their call to write the next chapter. I did not come from
nowhere; I have a past, and if any past commands anyone, this past commands me. I am a Jew because only if I
remain a Jew will the story of a hundred generations live on in me. I continue their journey because, having come
this far, I may not let it and them fail. I cannot be the missing letter in the scroll. I can give no simpler answer, nor
do I know of a more powerful one.

ON THE IMPLICATIONS OF A VOLUNTARY OPTING IN - MULTIPLE PORTALS TO THE COVENANT
RABBI SACKS, COVENANT & CONVERSATION, MISHPATIM: DOING & HEARING

By contrast, though there are undoubtedly principles of Jewish faith, when it comes to spirituality there is no single
normative Jewish approach. Judaism has had its priests and prophets, its rationalists and mystics, its philosophers
and poets.

Tanach, the Hebrew Bible, speaks in a multiplicity of voices. Isaiah was not Ezekiel. The book of Proverbs comes
from a different mindset than the books of Amos and Hosea. The Torah contains law and narrative, history and
mystic vision, ritual and prayer.

There are norms about how to act as Jews. But there are few about how to think and feel as Jews. We experience
God in different ways. Some find Him in nature, in what Wordsworth called “a sense sublime / Of something far more
deeply interfused, / Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, / And the round ocean and the living air.” Others find Him
in interpersonal emotion, in the experience of loving and being loved — what R. Akiva meant when he said thatin a
true marriage, “the Divine Presence is between” husband and wife.

Some find God in the prophetic call: “Let justice roll down like a river, and righteousness like a neverfailing stream”
(Amos 5:24). Others find Him in study, “rejoicing in the words of Your Torah... for they are our life and the length of our
days; on them we will meditate day and night.” Yet others find Him in prayer, discovering that God is close to all who
call on Him in truth.

There are those who find God in joy, dancing and singing as did King David when he brought the Holy Ark into Je-
rusalem. Others — or the same people at different points in their life — find Him in the depths, in tears and remorse,
and a broken heart. Einstein found God in the “fearful symmetry” and ordered complexity of the universe. Rav
Kook found Him in the harmony of diversity. Rav Soloveitchik found Him in the loneliness of being as it reaches out
to the soul of Being itself.

There is a normative way of performing the holy deed, but there are many ways of hearing the holy voice, en-
countering the sacred presence, feeling at one and the same time how small we are yet how great the universe we
inhabit, how insignificant we must seem when set against the vastness of space and the myriads of stars, yet how
momentously significant we are, knowing that God has set His image and likeness upon us and placed us here, in
this place, at this time, with these gifts, in these circumstances, with a task to perform if we are able to discern it.
We can find God on the heights and in the depths, in loneliness and togetherness, in love and fear, in gratitude and
need, in dazzling light and in the midst of deep darkness. We can find God by seeking Him, but sometimes He finds
us when we least expect it.

That is the difference between na’aseh and nishmah. We do the Godly deed “together.” We respond to His commands
“with one voice.” But we hear God’s Presence in many ways, for though God is one, we are all different, and we en-
counter Him each in our own way.

POINTS TO PONDER

Why, according to Rabbi Sacks, is voluntary choice so foundational to the covenant?
What do you think it means to choose to bind oneself to a covenant to God, the Torah, and the Jewish people?
How can the Jewish covenant be both voluntary and inherited?

How does Rabbi Sacks encourage individual approaches to covenantal living through the concept of “nishmah”?




PART TWO
NISHMAH: PORTRAITS OF COVENANTAL COMMENDEDNESS AND CHOICES

I. Discovering God's Covenant

Many heroes of Jewish tradition are individuals who chose to join the covenant without having inherited it. The following text describes
different ways in which commentators thought of Abraham’s journey to God as well as the biblical depiction of Ruth’s choosing to take
on the covenant of the Jewish people. Each of the texts in this section depicts a different pathway towards choosing covenant.

AN INTELLECTUAL AND COUNTER-CULTURAL JOURNEY
1 MAIMONIDES, HILCHOT AVODAH ZARA 1:3
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After this mighty man was weaned, he began to explore and think. Though he was a child, he began to think [in-
cessantly] throughout the day and night, wondering: How is it possible for the sphere to continue to revolve with-
out having anyone controlling it? Who is causing it to revolve? Surely, it does not cause itself to revolve. He had no
teacher, nor was there anyone to inform him. Rather, he was mired in Ur Kasdim among the foolish idolaters. His
father, mother, and all the people [around him] were idol worshippers, and he would worship with them. [However,]
his heart was exploring and [gaining] understanding. Ultimately, he appreciated the way of truth and understood
the path of righteousness through his accurate comprehension. He realised that there was one God who controlled
the sphere, that He created everything, and that there is no other God among all the other entities. He knew that
the entire world was making a mistake. What caused them to err was their service of the stars and images, which
made them lose awareness of the truth. Abraham was forty years old when he became aware of his Creator. When
he recognised and knew Him, he began to formulate replies to the inhabitants of Ur Kasdim and debate with them,
telling them that they were not following a proper path. He broke their idols and began to teach the people that it is
fitting to serve only the God of the world. To Him [alone] is it fitting to bow down, sacrifice, and offer libations, so
that the people of future [generations] would recognise Him. [Conversely,] it is fitting to destroy and break all the
images, lest all the people err concerning them, like those people who thought that there are no other gods besides
these [images]. When he overcame them through the strength of his arguments, the king desired to kill him. He
was [saved through] a miracle and left for Charan. [There,] he began to call in a loud voice to all people and inform
them that there is one God in the entire world and it is proper to serve Him. He would go out and call to the people,
gathering them in city after city and country after country, until he came to the land of Canaan.
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CHOOSING TO HEAR GOD IN SEARCH OF HUMANITY
SEFAT EMET, LECH LECHA 1
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It appears to me that the holy Zohar sees this very fact as what makes Avraham praiseworthy. He heard the call of
‘go forth’ which comes out from God to all people at all time, as it says ‘oy to those who sleep in their holes (and do
not hear)! Our father Avraham heard the call and received its message. Perforce the Divine word was calling to him
alone, because there was no one but he listening. Certainly this itself is his greatest praise - that he was ready to
receive the call.

THE COURAGE OF A JOURNEY WITHOUT A CLEAR DESTINATION
AVIVAH GOTTLIEB ZORNBERG, THE BEGINNING OF DESIRE: REFLECTIONS ON GENESIS (1996), 74, 76

Here begins the journey of Lech Lecha (12:1)... For the first time, a journey is undertaken not as an act of exile and
diminution (Adam, Cain, and the dispersed generation of Babel), but as a response to a divine imperative that ar-
ticulates and emphasizes displacement as its crucial experience.

For what is most striking here is the indeterminacy of the journey. What is left behind, cancelled out, is defined,
clearly circled on the map of Abram’s being; but his destination is merely “the land that I shall show you”: from
“your land,” the landscape of your basic self-awareness, to a place that you will know only when the light falls on it
with a difference...

Midrash Tanchuma espouses this view of Abram’s first trials: “Is there a person who travels without knowing to
what destination he travels?” A journey without apparent destination: absurdity at each step. The midrash gives us
mocking voices that weave through Abram’s consciousness as he travels: “Look at this old man! Traveling through
the country, looking like a madman!”

CHOOSING ETERNAL AND EXPANSIVE OBLIGATION VIA LOVING ANOTHER
RUTH 8:16-17
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But Ruth replied, “Do not urge me to leave you, to turn back and not follow you. For wherever you go, I will go; wher-
ever you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God. Where you die, I will die, and
there I will be buried. Thus and more may the Lord do to me if anything but death parts me from you.”

POINTS TO PONDER

What are the different ways that these commentators understand the reasons as to why Abraham heeded the call of God?
What character traits do Abraham and Ruth need, in their different journeys, to have the courage to follow God?

What do we learn from these different portraits about our own potential to discover and heed God's voice?




Il. Receiving — and Reaffirming — a Covenantal Tradition

Many of us identify with Rabbi Sacks’ metaphor of a letter in the scroll, that we inherited a Jewish Story and must spend our lives
deciding whether and how to be another letter in the scroll of the Jewish people. This section brings philosophical texts and exam-
ples of voices affirming this approach, that our covenant is one to be opted into and that we can choose heeding the command of our
inheritance.

5 | ALASDAIR MACINTYRE, AFTER VIRTUE: A STUDY IN MORAL THEORY (NOTRE DAME PRESS, 2007)

Man is... essentially a storytelling animal. That means I can only answer the question ‘what am I to do?’ if T can
answer the prior question of ‘what story or stories do I find myself a part?

.. I am never able to seek for the good or exercise the virtues only qua individual... we all approach our own cir-
cumstances as bearers of a particular social identity. I am someone’s son or daughter, a citizen of this or that city.
belong to this clan, that tribe, this nation. Hence what is good for me has to be the good for someone who inhabits
these roles. I inherit from the past of my family, my city, my tribe, my nation a variety of debts, inheritances, ex-
pectations and obligations. These constitute the given of my life, my moral starting point. This is, in part, what
gives my life its moral particularity. The contrast with the narrative view of the self is clear. For the story of my life
is always embedded in the story of those communities from which I derive my identity. I am born with a past and
to try to cut myself off from that past is to deform my present relationships.

6 | JACQUELINE SHOHET KAHANOFF, '‘CHILDHOOD IN EGYPT,' IN MONGRELS OR MARVELS
(STANFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2011), 3

When Grandfather Jacob’s hand rested on my head, I felt that this blessing was something ancient and precious,
a treasure, which the grandfathers of our grandfathers had received from God. Because of this blessing, I was in
God’s safekeeping, and belonged to the people of the stories in the old prayer books.

7 | TEN COMMANDMENTS, YEHUDAH AMICHAI
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My father was God and did not know it. He gave me

The Ten Commandments neither in thunder nor in fury; neither in fire nor in cloud,

But rather in gentleness and love. And he added caresses and kind words,

And he added “Ibeg You,” and “Please.” And he sang “keep” and “remember”

In a single melody and he pleaded and cried quietly between one utterance and the next,



“Do not take the name of God in vain,” do not take it, not in vain,

I beg you, “do not bear false witness against your neighbour.” And he hugged me tightly and whispered in my ear,
“Do not steal. Do not commit adultery. Do not murder.” And he put the palms of his open hands,
On my head with the Yom Kippur blessing... “Honour, love, that your days might be long

On the earth.” And my father’s voice was white like the hair on his head.

Later on he turned his face to me one last time

Like on the day when he died in my arms and said, I want to add

Two to the Ten Commandments:

The eleventh commandment — “Thou shall not change.”

And the twelfth commandment — “Thou must surely change.”

So said my father and then he turned from me and walked off

Disappearing into his strange distances.

8 | RABBI SACKS, COMMUNITY OF FAITH (1995), CHAPTER 9

Those who joined it [the United Synagogue] were not necessarily strictly observant, nor did they thereby signal that
they had through personal reflection arrived at all thirteen of Maimonides’ principles of faith. But they were mak-
ing a significant declaration nonetheless, that they wished to belong to a congregation which in its public and col-
lective expressions remained loyal to the principles by which Jews had always lived, and whose faith they wished to
see continued as a living possibility for those who came after them. It was not a personal profession of righteous-
ness, but it was a decision to remain related to the community of faith. And it had significant consequences.

POINTS TO PONDER

e The philosopher Alisdair Maclntyre described the nature of humans and also human'’s moral obligations. What is the relationship
between our nature and our ensuing obligation?

e These texts describe different characters who pass along Jewish tradition (Kahannoff's grandfather and Amichai’s father). What
do you learn from this multiplicity of sources?

e How do you understand the two additional commandments of the father in Amichai’'s poem: “don’t change” and “change”?

e Rabbi Sacks describes a certain allegiance to one's past that doesn’t necessarily demand conformity or absolute agreement. Why
do you think this is significant?

lll. Feeling The Weight of God’s Covenantal Commandedness

Regardless of one’s entryway to the covenant, many traditional Jews feel the weight of God’s commandment and covenant. The fol-
lowing texts illustrate two windows into the consciousness of the religious person who feels commanded by God.

9 | RABBI JOSEPH B. SOLOVEITCHIK, AND FROM THERE YOU SHALL SEEK (2021), PP. 128—-129

“There is no one as free as one who is engaged in the study of the Torah” (Avot 6:2). The heavy weight of laws and
regulations is transformed into an intensely attractive force that raises the individual from the mire of impenetra-
ble reality to an existence full of purpose and yearning.

Such an individual does not need the threat of punishment or the promise of reward bound up in the imposition of
transcendent authority. “He occupies himself with the study of the Law and the fulfilment of the commandments...
impelled by no external motive whatsoever, moved neither by fear of calamity nor by the desire to obtain material
benefit — such a man does what is truly right because it is truly right, and ultimately happiness comes to him as a
result of his conduct” (Maimonides, Laws of Repentance 10:2).

Performing the commandments inspires in him the joy and happiness of creativity. The blurring of the gaps that
separate the free personal moral law from the compulsory revelational command causes an experience of total
freedom — as if the divine commandment were identical with the demands of the creative rational conscious-
ness. The commandment creates an uninterrupted passageway into secret spiritual foundations, and there man
dis- covers that the revelational commandment actually expresses the longing and heart-stirrings of his hid-
den existence, which he had not been aware of until now. Man finds the revelational command within himself.
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Supra-rational necessity joins with the normative consciousness, and together they are absorbed into one onto-
logical/supra-ontological consciousness. It is for this reason that the great Jewish sages were not tormented by the
war against their instinctual drives, a war so common in the lives of the gentile sages. Devotion to religious life,
even if it begins through compulsion, is maintained out of freedom, joy, and longing. “Iwill take plea- sure in Your
commandments, which I have loved; ... This is my comfort in my needy state, as your words have given me life” (Ps.
119:47, 50). The revelational statutes are the individual’s pleasures and sole comfort. He worships God out of love.
[The act of] cleaving to God has absorbed into itself the absolute, supra-rational, supra-natural command.

RABBI ELYAKIM KRUMBEIN, "REGARDING ONE WHO IS COMMANDED AND PERFORMS", DA'AT, HERZOG COLLEGE,
www.daat.ac.il/chazal/maamar.asp?id=19

An historical command and a renewed command:

We recite a blessing in the moment immediately before performing a commanded act: “Who has sanctified us with
the divine commands, and commanded us...” Is the referent of this blessing a one-time historical event? The Ritba,
in his novellae to Pesachim 7b wrote: “the reason that the Sages instructed us to recite the blessing for a com-
manded act immediately before performing it is this: so that the actor will first be infused with holiness through
that blessing, and will thus make it known [to whom?] that he is performing the act because of the command of the
Blessed One.” This means that the “sanctification” referred to in the blessing is not about the assembly at Mount
Sinai, but rather refers to an event in the immediate present, which is related to that blessing...

A commandment has two polar aspects. One of these is rooted in the mysterious haze that enveloped Mount Sinai,
out of which the voice of the Blessed Holy One broke forth. This aspect of the command is unresolved, since it will
only be fulfilled in a reality not yet known. The second aspect is rooted in the immediate reality, which a person
encounters after having wondered in suspense about when the moment of command would arrive, and in which
that person now knows with exactitude what is required.

When those conditions come into being, e.g. the festival arrives and one is holding the four species, or when his son
is before him on the eighth day of his life, with the circumcision implement present — it is then that a person appre-
hends the connection between the present reality and the voice of Sinai. The voice of the Commander then calls out
from the present reality. The blessing on the mitzvah is how this recognition is expressed. The Sages believed that
one should not fulfil a mitzvah simply in reliance on an ancient command, as if it were a payment on an obligation
taken on in the past. A person should be able to declare: “We were commanded concerning what is happening right
at this moment.” That is, the command renews and completes itself in the immediacy of the present. But that can
happen only if a person is attuned to it.

RABBI AHARON LICHTENSTEIN, A LIFE OF COMMAND, BY HIS LIGHT (2003), PP. 59—-60

Once a person attains a certain maturity, he or she becomes subject to God’s commands, and these obligate one
absolutely. They define one’s life as a Jew, encompassing every area of his existence. He does not select between
mitzvot, deeming certain areas to be irrelevant to him. At all times, one should hear God’s call, and plan even divrei
reshut with an eye towards the overarching purpose of avodat Hashem. In fulfilling mitzvot, one should sense the
encounter with God and His will, and sense the goodness of the mitzvot. One must nullify his own will and accept
God’s will as the guiding force in his life. Ultimately, one should strive to reach the level where he can translate
God’s will into his own. This is a process which takes time, and requires a great deal of effort — but it is central to
what it means to be a Jew and a ben-Torah.

POINTS TO PONDER

How does Rabbi Soloveitchik understand the relationship between Freedom and Subservience to God?
How does Rabbi Krumbein explain the dual meaning of being commanded?
How Does Rabbi Lichtenstein understand the role of obligation?

When are moments in which you feel commanded?

0

THE RABBI SACKS LEGACY

O\AQ“«M dad?J This resource has been prepared by Dr. Mijal Bitton, Rosh Kehilla of the Downtown Minyan,

a sociologist of American Jews, and a Sacks Scholar. Find more at www.rabbisacks.org.




