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Can there be norms and commandments in an age of change and crisis?
Many thinkers and educators will agree that the mitzvot, the commandments of Judaism, are at the heart of Jewish belief and life. The Talmud argues quite vehemently against the Christian position that God’s love nullifies the need for mitzvot: 

Rabbi Chanayah, the son of Akashya, said: The Holy One, blessed be He was pleased to make Israel worthy, therefore He gave them a copious Torah and many commandments, as it is said: “It pleased the Lord for his righteousness’ sake, to magnify the Torah and make it honorable” (Isaiah XLII, 21). Tractate Makkot 3:16.

The contemporary temperament and the cultural environment in which we live are not congenial to the language of mitzvot. Why is this so? First, because doing a multitude of ritual and other acts, simply because they are commanded, raises modern eyebrows.

· And who, for modern people, actually commands? Do we believe in that “commander” of which Jewish tradition speaks? What about autonomy? What about the ideal that persons are responsible for their deeds and must choose what is binding upon them? 

· What about the ideal of conscience? The inner voice?

· What about a religion of love? Isn’t that preferable to a religion of law?

· Why be formalistic? Isn’t it enough to be an ethical person?

True, Jews saw in loyalty to the commandments of the Torah the essence of the idea of covenant. But isn’t the idea of covenant itself, certainly now that we are “covenanted” to our fellow citizens and our fellow humans, a questionable notion? Or even a conceit?

So why are mitzvah and halakhah (the details of the mitzvah) regaining some new interest in Jewish discourse, among liberal Jewish movements as well as traditional ones? What draws many Jews to that feature of Judaism that most clearly differentiates Jews from their surrounding culture, and why does this disturb others? 

To clarify what some of the problems are and where some insights may be found, let us look briefly at five paradigms of mitzvah. 

(SOURCE NO. 1)
The midrashic collection, Sifre (on Deuteronomy) comments on the words ‘You shall love the Lord your God’ (Deut. 11:13) as follows:

(1) You may say, I am going to study Torah in order to become rich or in order to be called ‘Rabbi’ or in order to receive a reward in the world to come. Therefore Scripture says, ‘to love the Lord your God,’ whatever you do, do only out of love (Sifre, Piska 41). In like manner the midrashic collection Yalkut Shimoni Kedoshim, on the words, ‘and you shall be holy to the Lord your God,’ says in the name of Rabbi Elazar ben Azariyah, ‘one should not say it is impossible, that is, I do not desire to eat pork [and so forth with regard to other commandments], but rather it is possible, I do desire it, but what can I do seeing that my Father in Heaven decreed [this prohibition] on me…’
This midrash defines humans as commanded beings. “Learning whom you serve” is here portrayed as “learning who you are.”

In this approach, the commandments place people “in the world”, or rather, in their world; people cannot simply do anything that comes to mind. The issue is not the pork but the relationship between God and humans by way of the commandment that established and maintains the divine-human relationship. Joshua Halberstam has pointed to the relationship between mitzvah and responsibility.

(SOURCE No. 2)
Over the past years (more grandly, the past few centuries) we have experienced a steady, sometimes imperceptible narrowing of the domain of personal responsibility. Even when we don’t overtly condemn others for directing our own misdeeds, we seek absolution by blaming the dictates of nature or our early environment. We see ourselves as ‘commanded’ by biology or psychological causes and therefore absolved from responsibility. (Joshua Halberstam, Sh’ma, September 2004, p. 5).

The following midrash (Numbers Rabbah 15, 5) does indeed see the mitzvot not only as defining us (“Who commands us?”) but also as saving us from perdition. 

The midrash notes that every activity and event calls for the observance of some mitzvah. The midrash takes off from the mitzvah of tzitzit, ritual fringes to be worn on four cornered garments. Says the midrash:

(SOURCE NO. 3)
‘They shall make for themselves tzitzit’ (Numbers XV, 38). This bears on the text, ‘Light is sown for the righteous’ (Psalms XCVII) and ‘The Lord was pleased for his [Israel’s] righteousness’ sake to make the Torah great’ (Isaiah XLII, 21) The Holy One, blessed be He …left not a thing in the world in connection with which He did not charge Israel with some commandment. If an Israelite goes out to plough, then, [he or she is commanded] ‘You shall not plough with an ox and an ass [together] [and so on, with numerous mitzvot]…[Finally] and if he wraps himself in a cloak, [Moses is told] ‘Bid that they make themselves tzitzit’. This may be illustrated by the case of one who has been thrown into the water. The captain stretches out a rope and says to him, ‘Take hold of the rope with your hand, and do not let go, for if you do, you will lose your life!’ In the same way, the Holy One blessed be He said to Israel: As long as you adhere to the commandments then, ‘You that adhered unto the Lord your God are alive, every one of you to this day’ (Deut. IV.4). In the same vein it says, ‘Take fast hold of instruction, let her not go, for she is your life’ (Proverbs IV, 13). 

Here, the world and human life within are compared to a tempestuous sea and in it, hapless human beings hanging on for dear life. The captain (i.e., God) throws them ropes to save them but warns them not to let go. It is intriguing that the mitzvah that evokes this midrash is that of the thin threads of tzitzit. These slender threats, worn in accordance with the divine commandment, have the power of sturdy ropes. The Mitzvot make it possible to navigate one’s way through the stormy seas of life.

(SOURCE MATERIAL NO. 4)
Yet a parallel midrash, (Deuteronomy Rabbah, 6:3) which also notes how God left nothing in the world devoid of mitzvot, understands their significance differently. Again a large number of commandments are noted that “accompany you” wherever you go but here the trigger to the midrashic teaching is a verse in Proverbs as applied to the words in Deuteronomy, “If a bird’s nest chance upon you…you shall not take the mother with the young. But you shall surely let the mother go, and take the young with you …” (Deut. XXII, 6-7). 
What, asks the midrash, is the meaning of “for they shall be a chaplet of grace unto your head” (Proverbs I.9)? Here is a cross-section of the precepts that “accompany” people throughout their days When you build a new house, you shall make a parapet for your roof (Deut. XXII,8). If you have made yourself a door, the precepts accompany you as it is said “…And thou shall write them (the passages in the mezuzah) upon the doorposts of your house”; if you have gone to shave [then remember] “You shall not round the corner of your heads” (Leviticus XIX, 27)…God said, even if you are not engaged in any particular activity but are merely journeying on the road, the precepts accompany you. Whence this? For it is said “If a bird’s nest chance to be before you on the road you shall surely send away the mother (before taking the young and the nest)”.

The midrash sees the mitzvot as enhancing life, as always being there. The routine and repetition that disturbs many moderns in religious “commanded” life, is taken as an added dimension of experience; indeed, the mitzvot frame experience and not only define in. In the words of the great Bible teacher,  Nehama Leibowitz, the commandments grace one’s daily acts, “consecrating one’s most mundane and earthy duties”. 

The commandments are ornaments that enhance life. Here then, is a celebration of what might seem routine and ritualistic. It is suggested that life always remains interesting because human perceptions and actions, evoked by and done for their commanded status, are covered by “a chaplet of grace.” 

(SOURCE NO. 5)
Our final midrashic mini-exploration has as its proof text one that may embarrass even some who recite it in prayer daily. . 

[It is written] Now these are the ordinances that you shall place before them (Exodus 21:1)[And] it is [also, elsewhere] written (Psalms 147:9), ‘He declares His word unto Jacob, His statutes and ordinances to Israel. He has not done so with respect to any [other] nation and He has not made His ordinances known to them’.

Is this a passage to be shared with your neighbors, or even your friends? Isn’t God said to be the God of all? What is the midrashic story behind these strange chauvinistic verses? For our particular midrash, it concerns Aquilas, a Roman prince and nephew to the Emperor Hadrian. Let’s look at this midrash carefully:

Aquilas once said to the Emperor Hadrian: ‘I wish to be converted and become an Israelite.’ He (the Emperor) replied… ‘You hanker after this people? See how I have degraded it and how many of them I have slain [in the war of Bar-Kochba of 132-35]. You wish to ally yourself to the lowest of peoples? What do you see in them...?’
He (Aquilas) replied. ‘The least among them know how God created the world…and how long ago the world was created and on what the world is founded. Moreover their law is one of truth.’ He [the Emperor] said to him, ‘Go and study their law [if it interests you so much] but do not be circumcised.’ To which Aquilas retorted ‘Unless he be circumcised, even the wisest in your kingdom… cannot study their Torah for so it is written, He declares His word unto Jacob…He has not dealt so with any [other] nation and has not made known His ordinances to them.’  

To make his point, the midrashic teacher uses Aquilas, a righteous gentile nobleman. He has Aquilas explaining matters to Hadrian: They, the Jews, are philosophers! How so? They know when and why the world was created and on what the world is founded. We think that the Greeks and we are the true thinkers but we lack something they possess: they understand that theory without practice is useless, is not true! There are indeed many fine and wise Greeks and Romans who know that thoughts must lead to noble action. But they, the Jews, the lowly and defeated nation, base their national understanding on it! 

This is “the Torah of truth” they have been given. It is to their nation as a nation that God has revealed how to “translate” principles into acts. So, even the wisest of Rome who wishes to study their Torah cannot do so without taking on the mitzvot that actualize this principle. Mitzvot, then, are the revealed way of saying - and demanding - that all noble thoughts and feelings have to be acted upon. This is God’s unique revelation to Israel, as a whole, that action is the fulfillment of understanding, of philosophy, and that this insight is itself - philosophy.

                                         ------------------------------------

Concluding Thoughts
Where do we stand now vis-à-vis mitzvot? Do we now, in a world in which Judaism has to defend itself against various influences, observe “more fervently” Or is it more true to say that in the contemporary world, we observe, if at all, more selectively, or not at all? There are football games and concerts to go to, projects to be implemented, trips to be taken and charitable dinners to attend. 

The paradigms we discussed above will not in themselves “solve the problem” of being modern, in thought and act. But they invite us to think about the matter in a somewhat different way. Modern people can now feel free to examine their feelings and thoughts however they wish, even by way of ancient Midrash.

What kind of world do we live in that requires the sometimes-symbolic response of mitzvot, which is not to say that all mitzvot, such as tzedakah, are symbolic! Permit me a mention of a conversation between an electrician who came to our house to “make” some lights and fixtures go out on Shabbat evening automatically while others, like the refrigerator were to stay on. 

After I had explained what was required, the electrician, a non-observant Jerusalemite, looked at me in great perplexity. “Why do you mitzvah observant people make life so complicated?” To which I could only say: “Life is complicated. These complicated actions are a response to that and an attempt at some understanding of life.” “Really?” he asked; “Sometimes,” I answered. Sometimes.

Questions for Discussion: 

1. Dr. Halberstam argues that, in essence, only the ones who carry out the mitzvot are free, because they have liberated themselves from behavior that is dictated by others or that serves as an excuse “not to be responsible.” What might a non-observant person respond to this claim?

2. Which if any of the midrashic narratives we are studying this week speaks to you? Which, if any, does not? Why?

3. How do the two midrashim about “mitzvot always accompanying you” represent totally different worldviews? Or do they?

4. The first mitzvah given to Adam and Eve commanded not to eat of  “the tree of knowledge of good and evil.” How can eating an apple or a pear have anything to do with anything of importance? But let’s think: Perhaps the “ritual” mitzvot are suggestive of what God had in mind when he wished to create contact between God and humans through actions in which they learn about self-limitation; in which they learn that “good and evil” are related to doing God’s will? Does that explanation speak to you?

5. Does the midrash about Aquilas make the verses more instructive and more universalistic or, actually, less so? 

Additional Readings (two very different approaches): 

1. Yeshayahu Leibowitz, “Commandments,” in Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1987, pp. 66-60. 

2. Emanuel Rackman, One Man’s Judaism, Section Two, Chapter One, “Sabbaths and Festivals in the Modern Age,” (New York: The Philosophical Library, 1970).
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