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Soul




Jewish religious life begins when we discover the soul of another person and in that moment, experience the shock and wonder of recognition.  Over there--within that other body, behind that other face--we see our self.  When Adam awoke in the Garden of Eden and met Eve, he exclaimed, "bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh!"

From that first flash of recognition, many questions flow.  What is this that we share?  If we call it soul, is this same soul in every human being who has ever lived?  Who was the first being with a soul?  Do we have the soul in common with certain individuals, or groups of individuals, more than 
with others?  Is there one particular person out there who, more than anyone else, is "bone of my bone?"  How do I reach that which is of me in the other person? What causes the spark of recognition to flicker on and off, tantalizing and tormenting us?  And what can we do to promote and preserve the experience of connection, of profound relatedness, that nurtures and sustains us?

These questions bear directly on the fundamental problem of what it means to be human, and for what purpose we are here.  The Jewish religion may be seen as an ancient and ever evolving set of responses to these questions.



Words


Our souls reach out to each other, desperate for connection, hungry to reveal and to receive.  Our eyes meet.  A stranger's friendly smile makes my face shine.  A drummer's hands set a hundred feet dancing.  A melody rises up out of one heart and finds ten thousand others welcoming it home.  Making love is perhaps the most powerful, and the most dangerous, way of revealing and of receiving.


But the characteristically Jewish mode of connection between our souls is the word.  Jewish religion exalts words, plays with words, worships a God who creates and destroys with words, and names human beings ham'dabrim, "those who use 
words."  
With words we give ourselves to each other.  We tell each other our secrets: our fears, our hopes, our thoughts.  If we are able to speak the truth, we can share our inner lives with each other, and in this way overcome our loneliness.


The Hasidic sages noticed that the Hebrew word for Noah's ark, teiva, also happens to mean "word."  In this linguistic accident, they found a beautiful image for the fate of our words.  Our words are "arks," sealed vessels, which carry the human soul across the flood of oblivion, without sail or rudder, until they land on a mountaintop--a receptive human mind.  Then follows an eruption of understanding or emotion. We may explode uncontrollably with laughter.  Or our eyes may well 
up with tears.  These involuntary responses reveal the power of words to carry our souls across space, to each other.


Torah



Our ancestors perceived that, because of their power to bridge the void between souls, words spoken truthfully are holy.  They understood that they could not afford to forget such words, and felt a sacred obligation to preserve and to transmit such words to the next generation.  They called these words of truth "Torah," or teaching.


They saw, moreover, that a mystery surrounded the origin of words of Torah.  They arose in the human mind, but from where did they come?  Like the first light of creation, they came out of the darkness, out of nowhere.  As our ancestors expressed it, these words of truth came out of the mind of God.  

Jews are committed to the sacred task of memory, preserving the words into which our ancestors poured their souls.  The Jewish work of memory is actually twofold, consisting of the twin enterprises known as "Written Torah" and "Oral Torah."


When we transmit the Written Torah, to employ again the image of Noah's ark, we maintain the integrity of the vessel.  A scribe writes the words of Torah on animal skin, with a quill and using ink produced according to the most stringent ancient specifications.  Not one of the 304,805 letters may be changed and a single mistake renders the scroll unfit for use.  In this way, we keep the 
"ark" of the ancient words watertight, and protected from the destructive chaos of the flood.

In the second realm of Torah however, Oral Torah, we throw open the doors of the ancient words, and we open our own hearts to receive the living soul within the words.  We listen with every fiber of our being.  And we add our own voice to the endless flow of argument and interpretation.  We actively engage with the ancient soul hiding within, and an electric spark arcs across time and space, putting us in direct relationship with the soul that first spoke those words of Torah.


Prayer



Like all true speech, prayer is a movement of soul expressing itself, reaching outward with words.  It is a special case of speech in that we know next to nothing of the soul to whom our words are addressed.  We consciously use metaphors to picture that soul, metaphors which we know to be projections of our own imagination, but which we gladly embrace if they serve to open the gates of our heart.


The siddur, the traditional Jewish book of prayer, offers a vast range of metaphors for the soul to whom our souls reach out in prayer.  It also contains the rhythm and flow of the poetry in which Jewish individuals and communities have embedded those metaphors over the centuries.  By 

invoking those particular metaphors, with those particular poems, a Jew may join his or her prayer to millions of other Jewish souls who expressed their own hopes or fears with the very same words.  And when, for whatever reason, the words and metaphors of the siddur become inadequate, then tradition instructs us to close the book, and to pray.


To those who have never prayed, it may seem absurd to send forth words toward a mysterious soul of whom we know virtually nothing.  And yet, the experience of countless human generations would indicate that those who pour their souls out in prayer do often feel themselves heard and often find themselves comforted, enlightened and encouraged.         
Mitzvah




Each of us knows from painful personal experience that the connections between souls, while marvelous, are inherently unstable.  Human beings are subject to many inner and outer influences that wreak havoc upon even the strongest love.


To remedy the instability of human love, Judaism teaches a doctrine of responsibility, the Hebrew word for which is mitzvah.  Mitzvah is a discipline, a framework which keeps us constantly attuned to the souls around us, both the human souls and the mysterious soul of the world.  The mitzvoth (plural of mitzvah) are regarded as of two types: mitzvoth which are "between one human and 
another," and mitzvoth which are "between human and the Place" (an ancient name for God).

Many lively, and sometimes angry, Jewish disputes have been waged over the centuries over the relative importance of these two types of mitzvoth, the ethical and the ritual.  But the simple truth is that classical Judaism teaches the importance of both, and holds us responsible for maintaining both ethical and ritual discipline in our lives.


The totality of Jewish responsibility is expressed by the phrase taryag mitzvoth, meaning "613 Mitzvoth."  The number 613 is the sum of 248 positive responsibilities to be fulfilled, and 365 prohibited behaviors.  These two numbers in turn, in 
a kind of numerical poetry, allude to the 248 parts of the human body (by the counting of the Talmudic sages) and the 365 days of a solar year.  The human body stands for all the structures of physical space, and the solar year stands for the structures of time.  Taryag mitzvoth, accordingly, can be seen as our responsibility, both as Jews and as human beings, to repair and maintain the spatial and temporal structures of our universe.

Within these structures, the delicate and unstable connections between souls attain solidity and permanence.

Holiness


In nature, the animals create paths.  A rabbit finds a new way through the brush to a place of water or shelter, and then follows its own track the next day.  With time, other animals follow the scents and signs left by the rabbit, and the track becomes a path.  When humans arrive, they add the stamp of their own feet to the path, which continues to broaden and harden, eventually becoming a road.  In this way, the inscrutable darts and turns of the first rabbit become part of the geography of the world.


The sparks of relationship passing between souls also follow pathways.  Two children return day after day to a game in which they discovered the joy and deep satisfaction of playing together.  A 
family gathered together over a meal returns to its past, retelling its favorite jokes and stories.  A culture is nothing more than the complete set of pathways which bring a group of people back into relationship with each other, day after day and year after year.  "Holiness" is the residue lining a pathway, left there by sparks of relationship traveling between souls.


Any path or set of paths bears within it the signal: "this way, not that way;"  "this, not that."  The Jewish signs of holiness, marking a set of pathways, consistently declare: "this, not that."  Work on these days, not on that day.  Make love to this woman or man, not those.  Worship in this place, not in those.  Eat this food, not that.  
Holiness, in Judaism, is a system of restraint, of limitation, of "this, not that."

Like all pathways, the paths of holiness began as nothing more than a broken blade of grass, or a bit of rabbit scat.  And yet time and the footsteps of countless souls along these paths have made them everlasting, have pressed them into the geography of our universe.


The Sabbath



The Holy Sabbath is a day of "this, not that."


Once every seven days, we step out of the struggle and sorrow of the work week and onto a path of peace.  Our sages described the Sabbath as "a taste of olam haba, the world to come."  The world to come is a pure ideal, the world as it should be.  In that world, the human soul will not suffer fracture and estrangement, but will recognize itself easily and immediately in every human being.  On the Sabbath, we catch a fleeting glimpse of that world to come, and our soul is healed and made whole. The Torah relates that, after six days of creating heaven and earth, God rested on the seventh day and his soul was restored.
The passage into the Sabbath is paradoxically both simple and difficult. The doorway to the Sabbath stands open, requiring no password, demanding no skills or qualifications.  To enter, however, one needs to know how to let go:  of the world of buying and of building; of striving to impress others and to outdo others; of acquiring and achieving.  This letting go may be supremely difficult at first, but it eventually comes naturally.  People find that the Sabbath becomes the highlight, the heart of their entire week.


Many have devoted their lives to "making the Sabbath," lovingly and painstakingly signing the pathway of the seventh day with markers pointing "this way, not that."  These markers, the traces of 
the souls who have walked this path, point us toward the world to come.


Kashruth



The body is not merely the house of the soul.  The body is the physical, visible manifestation of the soul.  Body is a "phase" of soul just as ice is a phase of water.  


In the physical world, our bodies are built of food.  In eating and digesting food, we nurse at the breast of the earth.  We bring into the miniature world of ourselves the substances that will become our bones, our blood, our nerves, and the electrochemistry of our thoughts and emotions.  The most fundamental decision we can make about who we will be is the decision about what we will eat. 

Like all cultures, Judaism sets markers on the substances of the material world proclaiming "eat this, not that"--aware that what we eat, and how 
we eat, will determine the way that we live and die.  The word kosher marks a particular food as "fit to eat," and brings to bear a vast collective memory dividing the world into "edible" and "inedible."  That treasury of memory arises from a few simple but profound queries: What is this substance?  How did it emerge from the earth?  If it was once alive, when it died, did it suffer?  Would my parents have eaten this food?  Would their parents?  And theirs?

When we pause to ask these questions, as we choose the substances out of which we will be formed, we see in the mind's eye our human ancestors and our mother earth.  Then the act of eating nourishes our physical selves, but also 
nurtures the necessary and life-sustaining connections between one soul and another.

Covenant




Jewish legend relates that King Solomon acquired from Asmodeus, the demon king, a worm called the shamir that could eat through stone.  Using the shamir, Solomon was able to carve the stones of the Holy Temple without using tools made of iron—the element of war.  Judaism is, by and large, a peaceful religion.  And yet throughout our generations we have initiated our sons into the Jewish covenant with an act of ritualized violence: circumcising the foreskin of the penis.  This mitzvah drags us back into our people’s most distant past, the world of burnt offerings and ritual slaughter.  What eternal truth, what connection between souls is made possible by this ancient gesture?


The penis is not the only organ that may be circumcised.  When God first appoints Moses as spokesman, Moses protests twice that he is "of uncircumcised lips."  Deuteronomy speaks of a “foreskin” covering the heart.  In every case, to circumcise means to remove a covering or blockage which prevents the possibility of exchange, of communication.  In a remarkable linguistic coincidence, the Hebrew word milah means both circumcision and “word.”


In sexual union, two people know each other intimately.  In love or in bitterness, in ecstasy or indifference, they are exposed to each other, and their souls touch.  And through the portal of the milah a microscopic “ark” passes, a seed bearing 
minute scrolls containing the instructions for the creation of a human being.  The weaving together of the scrolls carried by seed and egg is the miracle made possible, symbolically, by the opening of milah.  


The transmission of the information written on the scrolls of our DNA is a Jewish imperative analogous to the responsibility to transmit words of Torah.  In both sets of scrolls, we receive the essence of our ancestors, and by transmitting them we make them immortal.  Abraham was the very first to perceive the God of his own soul in the faces and voices of the humans around him.  The three monotheistic religions all revere him for bringing this insight, this word, to the world.  But Abraham 
sought also to pass on the words that he felt burning in his chromosomes.  We, his seed, are God’s granting of Abraham’s desire.



Festivals


Life in all its forms is distinguished by a pulse.   It may be as rapid as the heartbeat of a hummingbird, or as slow as the cycle silently registered by the annual rings of a tree.  The heartbeat of our living earth is the 365 day solar year, in which our journey around the sun and the tilt of the earth’s axis produce a biological pulse of birth, growth, death and rebirth--the seasons.  This pulse is so powerful and so pervasive that while we may “tune it out,” we never stop feeling it pounding through our bodies and our souls.

The Jewish festivals, like traditional festival cycles the world over, are a melody that we sing upon the rhythmic pulse of the seasons.  Over the centuries, we have ornamented the tune with grace 
notes and syncopations--all the minor holidays--but the original thematic melody was and remains the chagim, the Biblical festivals of Pesach and Shavuot and the autumn cluster beginning with Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur and culminating on Sukkot.  Both scripture and liturgy remind us repeatedly that the primary purpose of this music, our song of the seasons, is joy.
The Jewish year has an “upbeat” and a "downbeat" corresponding to the two great turning points of the biological year.  The upbeat is the full moon of Nisan, the month in which newborn lambs suddenly cover the hills and a surge of budding and blossoming bursts into leaf and flower.  The upbeat is Pesach, the Festival of Birth.  The downbeat 
comes exactly a half year later, on the full moon of Tishrei, the sacred seventh month, in which all growth and flourishing reach their fulfillment and are gathered in with the harvest.  The downbeat is Sukkot, which the Torah calls simply “The Festival,” and which we name “the time of our rejoicing.”

Both of these pivotal festivals begin under the full moon, and then extend for a week of song and worship, feasting and storytelling.  The songs and storytelling teach the old master narratives of the midnight escape from slavery, the mountain in the wilderness on fire with the voice of God, and the magical shade which sheltered us during our 

desert childhood.  These narratives, one might say, are our Jewish 'lyrics' to the ancient festival melody.

Year after year, from time immemorial, the heart of the earth beats; the Jewish people sings its song of memory and freedom; and the soul of the Jew vibrates with joy.


Justice



In our day-to-day encounters, we constantly miss opportunities for meaningful communication, and suffer few ill effects.  Our failure to know the soul of another human being can occasionally, however, have devastating consequences.  In that state of estrangement from each other, we are capable of injuring, oppressing, or destroying each other.  The human capacity for evil is so great that one group of ancient rabbis concluded that it would have been better for our species never to have been created.

Judaism balances this grim acknowledge-ment of the human capacity for evil with a radiant optimism regarding our ability to repair the damage wrought by human evil.  This optimism is expressed 
in the Jewish tradition of justice.   Two related Hebrew words refer to two types of justice: tsedek, legal justice, and tsedakah, economic justice.  Both terms, derived from a single linguistic root, point to the human task of repairing damage and restoring balance in our world.   


  Tsedek, legal justice, is not a lofty and unattainable ideal, but rather a practical system to be applied in the real world by imperfect human beings endowed with learning, insight, imagination, and an instinct for fairness.  Tsedek expects great things from ordinary human judges:  to overcome their personal prejudices and to resist the temptations of power.  The judge is charged with the task of healing the wounds of society, and is 
therefore of necessity entrusted with vast power: to break, to exchange, to make whole and to destroy.  Inevitably, a corrupt judge compounds existing evil; with tsedek, a wise and fair judge repairs the world.


Tsedakah, economic justice, requires every member of society to set aside a portion of their field for the poor, to effect a redistribution of wealth.  We stretch out a hand toward a person or group of people trapped in the quicksand of poverty.  This act of tsedakah requires overcoming the visceral and natural fear of being pulled down oneself, a fear which afflicts even the wealthiest members of society.  It has been taught that the sacred name of God, , can be seen as a pictogram in which the two "heh"s are the hand of 
the giver and the hand of the receiver, the "vav" is the outstretched arm, and the tiny "yud" is the coin passing between the two.  This is simply to say that tsedakah is a divine process, which occurs between two human beings.  It is triggered in the split second that we hear the voice behind us, turn, and see ourself in the eyes of our hungry neighbor. 


Exile



A sadness sits on the human heart, which Judaism names galut or exile.  That sadness stems from a series of anguished separations: the closing of the way to Eden, the failure of human language, the burning of Jerusalem, the loss of our mother's comforting arms and breast.  How we respond to the loneliness of exile is a great test and measure of our humanity.


"Shalom, shalom" cried the prophet Isaiah, "for the far and for the near."   We usually think of exile as a problem of distance.  Sometimes, however, we are confronted with a more intensely painful exile of proximity.


In 2,000 years of dispersion, the Jewish people adapted to the problem of distance, 
developing highly refined rituals of memory and imagination to carry our souls across time and space to each other.  "By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion."  In the midst of the sadness of distance, we wondered aloud "how can we sing the Lord's song in a strange land?" and the question itself became our next song.

More difficult is our exile from those to whom we are closest: the neighbor next door with whom we cannot communicate, the sullen child or abusive parent, the partner in our bed from whom we have grown estranged.  In the exile of proximity, sadness can turn to bitterness, anger and hatred.  At its worst, the psychic ache of separation becomes 
brutally physical, as souls in torment punish their partners in exile.

The last Jewish century brought to a violent climax the old hatreds of Central and Eastern Europe and carried us "home" to our ancient promised land of Israel, and to America, the "golden country."  Many hoped that the heroic settlements in America and in Zion might solve the problem of exile.  We now see that we have traded the old melancholy dispersions and hostile proximities for new ones.

Humanity is always looking for relief from our sadness.  Contemporary life offers its array of remedies: the numbing elixir of television, the adrenaline surge of a sports contest or a military 
adventure, the fairytale promise of uncomplicated romantic love.  There are, to be sure, many heartfelt expressions in Jewish tradition of longing for an end to the painful exile, to our alienation from each other and from God.  But a quiet voice at the heart of Judaism assures us that the divine presence is with us in our exile, and even hints at a hidden connection between galut, exile, and hitgalut, which is revelation.  That voice encourages us not to eradicate the sadness of exile, but to reach out to each other in the wilderness of our loneliness.  There, in courageous and honest exchange, we may yet hear an echo of the cry: "Shalom! Shalom!"

Freedom



Shortly after the Exodus narrative of the liberation from slavery, mysteriously, the Torah describes the ritual procedure for a Hebrew indentured servant who chooses at the moment of his promised release not to go free.  They take him to the doorpost of the courthouse and pierce his ear upon it with an awl.  A medieval sage explained that the ritual symbolically enacts the drama of his decision: this man is like a prisoner in a cell whose guards have thrown open the cell door and told him, "Go free!"  But he, preferring the familiar security of his cell, refuses to go through the door.  This is why the Torah's ritual has him pierced at the doorpost.

The important choices of our life are often between security and freedom: dare I speak a word of truth?  Shall I turn from this path onto that?  Can I enter the doorway to the Sabbath?  Should I give of my own substance to my neighbor?  Might I extend an apology, or forgiveness, to my enemy--my partner in exile?  

Often, the prison cell that encloses us is our own past, the way it has been.  

In ancient Israel, a ram's horn sounded on Yom Kippur of the Jubilee year, which set everyone free, even those who had long ago chosen the security of slavery.  There the Torah insists: "Proclaim liberty throughout the land, to all the inhabitants thereof."  

Day after day, the Jewish religion opens a door for us, offering us life and freedom. Across the centuries, the voice of the ram's horn cries out to us, urging and encouraging us to rise up and step through.

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