MESSIANIC IMPULSES FOLLOWING SEPTEMBER 11, 2001

In the days following September 11, when everyone was numb with shock and grief, some in our own community showed me a statement from the Zohar.  It was an apocalyptic statement—eerie, chilling.


The passage in the Zohar discusses the onset of the messianic era.  It states that on the 25th day of elul a great calamity will happen in Rome, ve-hahu yoma yinpalun telat shurin ilain, vehekhal gadol, and on that day will fall 3 great walls and a great palace.   The text goes on to explain that this great event will bring on the messianic era.


Granted this text differs from the calamity of September 11, which happened on the 23rd day of Elul, not the 25th day.  Yet, the text, which is hundreds of years old, offers an apocalyptic, prophetic vision, which is eyebrow raising and chilling. 


How are we supposed to respond to such texts, which always seem to appear immediately following a great tragedy.  My initial response was to discount the relevance of the passage of the Zohar.  There are significant differences between the text and what occurred.  Additionally, many other religions are also pointing to similar prophecies. Most distressing of all, the passage raises grave theological problems.  For if we say that the events of September 11, were prophesized then we are declaring that these events were directed and orchestrated by God in order to serve a better purpose in the world--an idea which is very difficult for me to accept.


For all of these reasons, my initial reaction to the Zohar was to dismiss the relevance of the text to the events of September 11th.  And yet, to do so entirely is ignoring the fact that there are many texts in our rich tradition which speak apocalyptically about the messianic age.


Perhaps no text more so than the Haftorah which we read today.  We read from Ezekiel, chapter 38 of the battle of Gog and Magog.  It is a battle in the end of days that will precede the coming of the messiah.  In the words of the prophet, the entire world will know war, “ve-kol homah la-aretz tipol, every wall will fall to the ground, cherev ish be-achiv tehiyeh, every man will pick up sword and fight against his brother.


This is a vision of the messianic age, which is immediately preceded by tremendous fighting and chaos.  And the tradition is that we read this chapter of Gog and Magog on Sukkot because this epic battle will take place on the holiday of Sukkot, and redemption as well will happen on Sukkot.


This is but one example.  But we see from this example that there is a tradition of sources which discuss great battles, great destruction happening during this time of year, serving as a prelude to the coming of the messiah.  Is it helpful?  Is it intellectually honest to raise this tradition in reference to the events of September 11?


We can approach this question by offering some historical perspective.  It is the sad, unfortunate truth that throughout our history the Jewish people have been beset with tragedy after tragedy.  In their scope, we have experienced tragedies—if one can even imagine such a thing--much greater than recent events.


One of the ways in which our rabbis and our ancestors dealt with these tragedies is by looking for cosmic significance in these tragedies.  Many great rabbis wrote a great deal about how the tragedy of their generation was in reality the onset of the messiah.  From the Talmud down through the modern period, we have examples of hundreds of different calculations by extremely well respected rabbinical figures all predicting the onset of the Messiah.


I’ll share with you just one example.  Maimonides himself—the great rationalist and logician—who lived from 1138-1204, writes, “There exists among us a great and wonderful tradition which I received from my father, and he in turn from his father, and his grandfather, who likewise received it, and so through to a continuous chain from the beginning of the exile from Jerusalem…that in Balaam’s statement, Num. 23: 23, ‘Now it is said of Jacob and of Israel, What hath God wrought?’ is found the key to the mystery.  From the time of this prophecy one should count the number of years which proceeded it from creation.  Prophecy will at that time return to Israel and then the prophets will say, ‘Behold what hath God wrought?’  The prophecy of Balaam was delivered forty years after the Exodus, in the year 2448 BCE.  The return of the prophecy which is the sign heralding the coming of the Messiah, will therefore transpire in the year 4976, that is 1216 of the common era.  (Silver, A History of Messianic Speculation in Israel.) 


Maimonides himself predicted that the messianic era would begin in the year 1216, just twelve years after his eventual death.  And Maimonides is but one example from the many.  Nahmanides predicted that the messiah would come in the year 1358; the Ri in the year 1383; the Zohar in the year 1306; and Gersonides in the year 1358.


From an historical perspective, we see that the greatest rabbis have often seen in the face of tragedy the onset of the Messiah.  And yet, the sad truth is that their dreams and predictions have always remained unfulfilled.


This partially explains why just as there is a strong tradition of rabbis predicting the onset of the messiah; there is an equally strong tradition of rabbis forbidding anyone from predicting the onset of the messiah.


The same Maimonides, who was quoted before predicting the onset of the messiah, writes very clearly (Silver, 214): “It is a fundamental dogma to believe in the coming of the Messiah; even if he is delayed long, wait for him.  But no one should attempt to fix the time, nor find Biblical texts from which to deduce the time of his coming.”   


The same Maimonides who tells us that the Messiah is coming in the year 1216, now tells us that we are not allowed to predict the coming of the Messiah.  The same rabbis who unceasingly offered their own messianic predictions, tell us that we are not permitted to offer any messianic predictions, because the wonders of the end of days will always be sealed from us.


 Where does this leave us?  We have contradictory messages coming from our rabbis.  On the one hand see the hand of the messiah in the face of tragedy, on the other hand don’t dare to imagine that we can know when the messiah will arrive.  All this against our own current backdrop: a time when apocalyptic predictions are floating around, a time when the world has already seen devastating destruction.


Perhaps the way to pull together some of these contradictory themes is through an idea of the late Prof. Yeshayahu Leibowitz.  Leibowitz argued that Maimonides proclaimed that it was essential to believe in the coming of the Messiah.  The emphasis should be on belief in the coming of the Messiah.  More important than the coming of the Messiah himself, is our still believing despite whatever happens that the Messiah will arrive and our utopian vision of peace in the future will come upon us.


Maybe this is what our rabbis were doing all these years by offering messianic predictions in the face of enormous tragedies.  They were declaring, “We see cosmic significance in these tragic events.  We don’t know the significance, yet there must be.  Nevertheless, we still believe in the vision of the messiah, in the vision of peace.”  That’s why they couldn’t help but offer predictions.  Despite the fact logic told them not to offer predictions, their faith in God and the future was so overwhelming that they couldn’t help but offer predictions. 


In the face of such enormous recent tragedies, maybe it’s all right to turn towards our traditional texts and offer messianic predictions for the future.  Yet, in doing so, we must be careful.  Recognize that even though we are attributing cosmic significance to enormous tragedies, we humbly declare that we have no understanding of the meaning of God’s ways.  In the face of tragedy, we continue to yearn for the beauty of a messianic era, even though the mysteries of God’s ways are forever sealed.   

(This Dvar Torah was given on Sukkot.)

Shmuel Herzfeld
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