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What do we gain for keeping His charge?
Malachi 3:14, Haftorah Shabbat Hagadol

I.

A few years ago, The New Republic had a reporter named Stephen Glass who used to make up stories. In one article he described how people in the world of finance would literally ritualize their affection for Alan Greenspan: “Once a year, RBL permits its indefatigable drones a brief respite. At about three o’clock in the afternoon on March 6, nearly all of the traders drop whatever they’re doing and file into a conference room. For the next 15 minutes, they pass around a card, bring out a cake, and sing “Happy Birthday.” “But when we come to the last line — ‘Happy Birthday to yooo’ — there’s always this awkward pause because no one knows who’s supposed to blow out the candles,” says Ron Thompson, a senior trader. “He never shows up to his own party. I’m not sure we even invite him.” Not that it would matter. You see, the birthday honoree is not a colleague at RBL but a man most of the celebrants have never met: Alan Greenspan, the chairman of the Federal Reserve Board. The birthday party, Thompson says, is “our little way of saying thank you and hoping for another year of health and prosperity and good interest rates. . . . He’s been good to us, and it’s a way to honor him.” 

This article is fiction. Yet, it shows the fascination and leeriness with which people regard ritual—in this case, the mundane ritual of singing Happy Birthday. Once we see the article as fiction, we can also understand that the article is poking fun of ritual. The connotation of the article is that people who perform rituals are acting in an illogical and silly way.

In contrast, traditional Jews view rituals as the lifeblood of our religion. Judaism teaches that there are specific acts or objects that enable us to serve God properly. However, as important as ritual is, I am concerned about two problems arising from our current practice of ritual obligations. 

One problem, especially found amongst newcomers to traditional Judaism is the “bizarre effect.” Our religion is heavily loaded with certain rituals which sometimes make sense and sometimes don’t. Newcomers to the religion can sometimes find these ritualistic acts to be deeply meaningful or spiritual; but often, the act itself seems pagan and bizarre. 

After the holiday of Sukkoth, some told me how much they loved bringing the four species representative of nature into the sanctuary. They said that it was the first time that they had ever tried it and they loved it. In contrast, others said that the act struck them as “too weird, and was a turn-off.” Or take the Tefillin that men place on themselves daily. Some have literally walked in off the street and have found this activity to be a deeply attractive and engaging experience. For others it does not resonate at all. It seems totally alien to God.

And then there is the opposite problem. Ritual when performed too often becomes rote; rituals lose their meaning; they run the risk of becoming a mockery. Recently I went to a bris in a Synagogue. As the bris took place may people were talking in the back, life was occurring as usual. No sense of the greatness of the moment was realized. According to some, the gates of heaven are open when a bris takes place. That sense was entirely absent from the room. The grandeur of the ritual was diminished by its familiarity. 

Perhaps the holiday most connected with ritual is the holiday of Pesach, and specifically Seder night. There are many ritual obligations of Seder night. One obligation is the recitation of the Haggadah. This recitation can sometimes take hours, but the Mishnah teaches that we are technically obligated to recite three words in order to fulfill our obligation:

Rabban Gamliel used to say, “Whoever did not say these three things on Passover has not fulfilled his obligation. And these are they: “Pesach, Matzah, and Maror.” (Peaschim, 116b.)

The great medieval commentator on the Talmud, Rashbam, says that the intent of R. Gamliel is not merely to “say” these three things but rather, “One needs to explain the reason for these commandments,” i.e. one must try to understand why it is that we once ate the Paschal lamb, and that we still eat the Matzah and Maror. 

In preparation for the Seder, I’d like to focus on some of the different theories about why we perform rituals; these theories will not only offer us insight into the Pesach Seder in particular but also illuminate some of the major approaches of our rabbis to the theory behind ritual in general. 

We are going to discuss the following reasons for ritual: Submission, Mystical, Communal, Pedagogical, and as a Declaration of Faith. This list is not all inclusive. Hopefully, you can find your own reasons which will help you in your own service. These reasons are meant to help direct us towards our goal which is to approach our rituals with more appreciation and understanding. In this way, our performance of ritual will God willing become a fulfillment of God’s will.

II. Ritual as Submission

On a basic level, one reason why we perform specific acts of ritual is simply because we are submitting ourselves to God’s command. To look for reasons –whether intellectual or moral—in a specific ritual can perhaps lead us astray and away from God. 

This is how one of the great spiritual leaders of the early 1900’s, R. Yerucham Halevi Lebovitz of Mir (b. 1876), explains the phrase avadim hayyinu, “We were slaves in Egypt.” Reb Yerucham who was a rebbe of my rebbe, Rav Shimon Romm, writes: 

“We were slaves”: This is a response to the wise son who asks, ”What are the laws and testaments”; i.e. for what purpose did Hashem give us mitzvoth? In response to this, we answer, “We were slaves,” i.e. there is no reason for the mitzvoth. They are simply a decree of the king upon us in order that we may carry his burden and be servants to Hashem. 

Instead of pursuing a rational understanding of the mitzvoth, our goal must simply be to embrace as many of the rituals and commandments as possible as a way of best serving Hashem. We should literally look at the commandments as enslaving us!

I realize that this idea is foreign to our modern notions of pursuit of freedom, independence, and rationality, but it is a fairly common idea in Jewish theology. 

This is how the idea is taught by one of the giants of the Mussar movement, R. Yitzchak Blazer of St. Petersburg (b.1837). Commenting on the Haggadah’s phrase, “Avadim hayyinu le-pharoh be-mitzrayim,” he writes:

The Rabbis state: “God wanted the Jews to merit; therefore He gave them much Torah and Commandments (Mitzvot).” The Haggadah states, “We were once slaves to Pharaoh and God took us out from there,” and we became slaves to Hashem. As it states (Leviticus 25:56), “For the Children of Israel are slaves to me; they are my servants since I took them out of the land of Egypt.” Thus, we are obligated to serve God day and night. Were it not for the Torah, we would not have with what to serve God day and night. Thus, in great kindness, God gave us a multitude of Torah and commandments, in order that there will be sufficient ways to serve Him.

A person should implant this in his heart, i.e. that he is like a soldier who is handed over to service in God day and night. Just like a soldier whose sleeping, awaking, and dressing are all connected to his service. So too we must all “arise like a lion” to serve God every morning. And when he engages in his own needs…his whole goal is still service to the King….the main idea is to accept the yoke!

The verse states, “God will save man and animal.” This is a reference to those men who make themselves without guile in intelligence and behave like animals. When one calls an animal it comes, as thought it were pulled. Not so a servant, who has intelligence, it does not come from the power of the one who calls it, but from its own strength. So a person needs to act in service of Hashem, he should make himself like an animal! He should act like he is forced and has no will. When he is called, he comes!

Ultimately, by seeking out as many possible commandments to perform, we are enslaving ourselves to God. Yet, paradoxically a theology of enslavement to God also seeks the ultimate liberation for humans. 

This theology sees the alternative to being a slave to God as being a slave to one of the world’s innumerable idolatries. On the other hand, the rabbis teach that when one fully submits to Hashem one is truly and wholly liberated. For example, we are told that the tablets were engraved by God; in a play on words the rabbis switch the word for engraved (charut) and teach us to read it as freedom (cheirut). True submission to God not only frees us from other slaveries of the world, it is also the most liberating phenomenon that exists. Thus, when we perform a ritual we are actually liberating ourselves from bondage to the world and freeing ourselves through commitment to Hashem.

As humans we have a proclivity to submit ourselves authority. It is nearly impossible to be truly independent. The Haggadah recognizes that we could either submit to Pharaoh—literally or metaphorically—or to Hashem. 

The Haggadah states: “If Hashem did not redeem us from Egypt, then we and our great grand-children would still be slaves to pharaoh in Egypt.” R. Shlomo Harkavy of Grodno (b. 1890) wonders about this teaching: 

How so? Is it not possible that we could have left Egypt through another purpose? Indeed, Pharaoh himself might have let us go! This is the explanation: Were it not for the fact that Hashem brought us out against the will of Pharaoh, we would have remained indebted to Pharaoh on account of his goodness in freeing us. We would then have remained in servitude to Pharaoh on account of the gratitude that we would owe him. Thus, God brought us out so that we would owe nothing to Pharaoh.

We are freed from one from of slavery only to be enslaved to God. However, such slavery is a meaningful slavery as it allows us to fulfill the will of the true Master. The rituals are to be embraced, not on account of any deeper meaning they might contain, but only on account of where their command issues from. Truly, we are no longer slaves of Pharaoh only after we recognize and fully accept the commandments of God, whether or not they have a rationale or logic.

According to this approach, we must embrace every ritual, not because of their meaning, but in spite of it. The less we understand the reason for the ritual, the more we are demonstrating through our performance a total commitment to Hashem. Indeed, one achieves the highest level of submission to God’s will by performing a ritual act without understanding or seeking its meaning. 

I recognize that many will find this approach difficult. After all, does not the suicide bomber also argue that he or she is just submitting themselves to God’s will? Many seek a higher level of human interaction with God; they yearn for a more dynamic relationship. Thus, for many, this approach just will not resonate.

III. A Kabbalistic Approach

The halakhist sees in the performance of ritual a pressing need to perform it accurately. For instance, look at the ritual of Tefillin. It is said that if one has a chatzizah (a separation) between the straps of the head Tefillin and their heads, then it is as though the Tefillin are still wrapped in their case, i.e. it is as though he is not wearing his Tefillin. 

This presents a problem for the rationalist who seeks to offer logical explanations for the rituals. If the reason for the ritual (rather than the exact performance) is what’s really important, then why does it matter if the ritual’s performance is slightly off? Shouldn’t “close enough” also be ok?

Yet, Judaism demands that rituals be performed with great precision. The rational halakhists have never fully been able to explain why this is so.

Where the halakhists left a gap, the Kabbalists offered a solution. The great scholar of Kabbalah, Gershom Scholem pointed out in the introduction to his classical work, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism that the Kabbalists brought cosmic significance to even the most mundane of acts. Kabbalists understand God as being made up of different emanations called sefirot. The ultimate goal of humans is to achieve redemption which will come about through a uniting of the sefirot. The Kabbalists saw in every positive performance of a mitzvah the uniting of the mystical sefirot of the Godhead and thus a heralding of the redemption. 

The ritual is not performed for the sake of getting a reward, rather—in a Kabbalistic world—the entire existence of the world could depend upon the proper performance of the ritual. 

The rationalist might feel that certain rituals either “don’t speak to them,” are irrelevant, outdated, or simply don’t make sense. In contrast, the kabbalist demands that one perform them—regardless of their personal feelings, for a ritual has a mystical value which we cannot know with exactitude, but which we believe is great. 

A passage at the beginning of the Haggadah states: “R. Eliezer, R. Joshua, R. Elazar b. Azariah, R. Akiva, and R. Tarfon sat all night in Bnei Brak telling the story of the Exodus until their students came to them and said: “Masters, the time for morning Shema has arrived.’” 

Why does this passage appear in the Haggadah? The most common answer as well as the simplest answer understands this story in the context of the Haggadah’s previous paragraph which declares that even the wise have an obligation to tell the Exodus story. This is certainly true.

However, on a deeper level we can ask what is the point of the students declaring, “Masters, the time for morning Shema has arrived”? This enigmatic phrase begs for analysis.

It is possible to understand this passage as a reference to the need for rituals. The rabbis of the story are gathered in the post-Temple period; it is a time where the Jewish people are searching for an identity. Left without a Temple, how can they ever find their path back to God? How can they find God when God has no home? 

After all, in the Temple period, most rituals were based around the Temple. Could Judaism survive without the rituals of the Temple?

The rabbis answered the absence of Temple service by creating new rituals for the home to replace the rituals of the Temple. The rabbis in the story gather and engage all night in the ritual of the Seder, i.e. telling the story of the Exodus. They are then told that, “the time for morning Shema has arrived.” The time for morning Shema is when one can recognize their friend in the early morning. It is a time that symbolizes rebirth. 

The message of the story is that without the Temple we must emphasize our non-Temple rituals—like the Seder and morning Shema. If we engage in those rituals, then the possibility for redemption awaits. In the time of the Temple, the sacrifices were a “sweet smell to God.” In the post-Temple period, the Kabbalists see rituals taking on a theurgic value and also having a “sweet smell to God.”

One doesn’t need to fully understand or accept Kabbalistic doctrine to be enamored by their approach to ritual. According to their approach, one must approach every ritual as though the world literally depends upon its proper performance. The Kabbalist approach not only explains why we perform rituals, it also stresses the value of the performance. It is not about the understanding; it is about the performance. Even a non-Kabbalist can imagine a world in which the rituals we perform are a “sweet smell” to God.

IV. Ritual as Pedagogy

Thus far approaches to ritual have focused on ways in which we can cleave to God either through accepting His yoke or else through a mystical connection as a result of the ritual.

A third approach looks at ritual as a pedagogical tool that enables us to better understand Torah. 

A common explanation for many of the unusual customs of the Seder (such as karpas, the Four Questions, and hiding the afikomen) is to encourage the involvement of the children. The goal is to keep their interest and desire to learn fresh. We want to keep them awake. (Let’s face it; many of us also want to keep ourselves awake.)

But while much of the Seder is clearly pedagogical methodology sharply aimed at an uninitiated audience, there is at least one part which seems directed towards the most educated.

The Haggadah declares: “R. Gamliel used to say: ‘Whoever does not state the following three words on Passover has not fulfilled his duty. Pesach, Matzah, Maror.’”

At first glance this seems to be a formalistic ritual. We must declare this as part of the Passover service in order to fulfill the mitzvah of having a Passover Seder. But a closer look reveals that it is not formalism that the Haggadah seeks, but greater understanding.

Each of the three words—Pesach, Matzah, Maror—are followed in the Haggadah by a paragraph that explains the historical reason behind the ritual. Moreover, even the formalistic recitation of the three words is given a pedagogical reason. R. Yechezkel Halevi Lowenstein of Mir and Ponovitz (b. 1884) writes that one must state the words because, “It is through the stating that the matter becomes set in his heart, and so he may come to understand it more and more.”

This approach is a classical one; it sees in the ritualistic recitation of certain phrases a teleological, educational goal.

A somewhat similar approach appears in the writings of R. Simchah Zisel of Kelm. With great creativity, he sees an educational tool in the very wording of the Haggadah’s formula “Pesach, Matzah, and Maror.”

Why does the Mishnah say, “Whoever does not explain the following three symbols on Passover has not fulfilled his duty?” Instead it could have simply stated: “Whoever does not state, ‘Pesach, Matzah, and Maror.’”

When one wants to teach a lesson, it is better at first to hide the exact matter. Thus, it states, “Whoever does not explain the following three symbols on Passover has not fulfilled his duty.” Immediately, the person will be interested in knowing the three things upon which the fulfillment of the Seder depends. Afterwards, when the person has become interested and seeks to know what these three things are, one says to him, “Pesach, Matzah, and Maror.” If he wouldn’t speak that way from the beginning, it would have had no impact at all.

In this astonishing passage, we see a novel reason for certain rituals. On occasion their very reason is intentionally hidden in order to arouse further interest. Instead of seeking to immediately teach us a value, a ritual might just be a whetting of our appetite for an ultimate payoff. 

In other words, the goal of the ritual is not immediate redemption or blind submission to God; instead, it is to educate us about the teachings of the Torah. The hope is that though an internalization of Torah –via ritual—we’ll ultimately be able to achieve redemption.

Bertrand Russell (d.1970) was a Proffessor known for being an expert philosopher, ethicist, logician, and mathemetician. They say that he was once asked, “If you teach ethics, then how come you are so unethical?” He responded, “I also teach Math. How come you don’t ask me why I’m not a triangle?” This might be a cute anecdote; but it is an anecdote typical of modern academia. The idea is that one can teach something without living it. One can be an expert in ethics, without living an ethical life. 

The Haggadah’s approach to ritual rejects the Russell/academic model. Only one who truly lives the teachings of Torah can understand the message of Torah. Rituals help us to take the abstract message of Torah and literally incorporate them into our lives. They help us move beyond the abstract and into the spiritual.

V. Ritual for the Sake of Community

The first ritual commanded in the Torah is the obligation to take a Paschal lamb: Says the Torah (Exodus 12:3-4): “Speak to the entire community of Israel, saying: On the tenth of this month, every man must take a lamb for each extended family, a lamb for each household. If the household is too small for a lamb, then he and a close neighbor can obtain a [lamb together], as long as it is for specifically designated individuals. Individuals shall be designated for a lamb according to how much each one will eat.”

The communal nature of this ritual is readily apparent. The obligation is not merely to take a lamb, but to take a lamb in a group setting. If one has no family, then they are obligated to eat the Paschal lamb with their neighbor.

Why the need for a community setting? Perhaps ritual’s power lies in the commonality of action; we are all worshipping God in the same way.

Ritual is both an equalizer and uniter. We all perform the same act; and we perform it as a community. Even if we are performing it in our home, we are doing it at basically the same time. As the Talmud teaches, one who prays at home should endeavor to pray at the same time that the community holds services in the Synagogue.

Furthermore, ritual unites us as a community both geographically and historically. When we perform a ritual, we are often performing the service of Hashem in the exact same way as our ancestors of previous generations. As we say at the Haggadah, “So Hillel did, he would take Matzoh and Maror and place them together.” And as the Haggadah declares: “Every one is obligated to view themselves as though they themselves left Egypt.” How can we really such a level? Through the performance of rituals that connect us to the generation of the Exodus.

Previously we mentioned that the earliest time for morning Shema was when one could recognize their friend. This Mishnaic statement reinforces the communal aspect of ritual. Rather than specify an exact time the Mishnah teaches this law in a roundabout fashion. The crucial time is not dawn or sunrise, but communal recognition.

In a world that loves to elevate individual rights and individuality, ritual reminds us to seek community. On Shabbat and holidays, we come to God in an assembly as a community, much more than as individuals.

One of the themes we have been speaking about this year is the tension between a mimetic tradition and a textual tradition. Ritual reinforces the importance of our mimetic tradition. It reminds us that Judaism cannot be learned through a text, but through a community of teachers. Try writing a book about how one should hold a lulav or put on his Tefillin. Very difficult. Try showing them. Very easy. Ritual reminds us that our traditional community is vital to our continuity.


Of course, all this begs the questions, as to why community is so important? This deserves a larger discussion in and of itself. But on a surface level we can view community as the ultimate path to Hashem, since in order to fully belong to a community one must humble their individuality for the sake of group. Indeed, the holiday of Pesach celebrates not an individual becoming free, but our communal freedom.


VI. Ritual as Declaration 

Ritual allows us to declare with pride our commitment to Hashem. In a classic comment on the Torah, Ramban fleshes out this idea. He sees ritual as a declaration of faith—faith in God, His place in our world, and of our commitment to always remember that place. In a certain sense, when we perform a ritual we are engaging in a type of pledge of allegiance

Every weekday there is a basic ritual--the commandment to wear Tefillin, which contain within them four Torah passages, two of which directly reference the Exodus story. What is the purpose of this basic ritual? Why the need to wrap Tefillin daily?

Ramban explains (Exodus 13:16):

Thus, the great signs and wonders constitute witness to the truth and belief in the existence of the Creator and the truth of the whole Torah. And because God will not make signs and wonders in every generation for the eyes of some wicked man or heretic, He thus commanded us that we should always make a memorial or sign of that which we have seen with our own eyes, and that we should transmit the matter to our children, and their children to their children, to the generations to come….He has further required of us that we inscribe upon our arms and between our eyes all that we have seen in the way of signs and wonders, and to inscribe it yet upon the doorposts of the houses, and that we remember it by recital in the morning and evening -just as the Rabbis have said….He further required that we make a booth every year and many other commandments like them which are a memorial to the exodus from Egypt. All these commandments are designed for the purpose that in all generations we should have testimonies to the wonders so that they should not be forgotten and so that the heretic should not be able to open his lips to deny the belief in God. He who buys a Mezuzah for one coin and affixes it to his doorpost and has the proper intent of heart on its content, has already admitted the creation of the world, the Creator's knowledge and His providence, and also his belief in prophecy as well as in all fundamental principles of the Torah, besides admitting that the mercy of the Creator is very great upon them that do His will, since He brought us forth from that bondage to freedom and to great honor on account of the merit of our fathers who delighted in the fear of His Name. It is for this reason that the Rabbis have said: "Be as heedful of a light commandment as of a weighty one," for they are all exceedingly precious and beloved, for through them a person always expresses thankfulness to his God…The purposes of raising our voices in prayer and of the service in synagogues, as well as the merit of public prayer, is precisely this: that people should have a place wherein they assemble and express their thankfulness to God for having created them and supported them, and thus proclaim and say before Him, "We are your creatures." This is the intent of what the Rabbis of blessed memory have said: "And they cried mightily unto G-d. From here you learn that prayer must be accompanied by sound. The undaunted one wins over the abashed one.



VII.

In summary, we have seen just a few of the basic approaches as to why ritual matters. Some see it as acceptance of God’s Dominion, others as mystical, others communal, and others as pedagogical. Finally, there is Ramban who sees ritual as a badge of honor which constantly reminds us of our commitment to Hashem and His teachings.

I realize that some of these reasons overlap and some are contradictory! Don’t look at this as a problem; look at it as an opportunity to allow you to perform the rituals in a sacred fashion. 

The chasm between us and God is great and is almost impossible to comprehend. Ritual presents an opportunity to bridge that chasm and come closer to Hashem. 

However, in performing ritual we must recognize that ritual must be a means to God, not a barrier. That is why it is so important that we never lose focus of the basics. Rituals are intended to be simple. All the great rituals are simple. Think of Matzah and its simplicity. 

The reason why rituals are so simple is because they allow us to move beyond the surface. Their simplicity allows us to expand our souls and connect to Hashem. 

However, in order to move beyond the surface, we must work on ourselves to approach all rituals with both awe and love. We must always bear in mind two things:

Rituals must be internalized. Instead of just eating the Matzah, think of what the Matzah symbolizes. Instead of just dipping the karpas in salt water, think about what the karpas symbolizes. 

Rituals must have intent. Once we have thought about the symbolism of the ritual, we must work to incorporate those symbols into our performance. We must have kavanah. 

There are many different explanations for ritual. I am not here to provide the answer—as if one exists—but to suggest that we view ritual as an opportunity,

The story goes that when Hashem created birds, they were born without wings. The birds complained, “All the other animals are running all over us. We have no chance of surviving.” And so Hashem gave wings to the birds. The birds complained to God again, “You just made it worse. Now we have these big stumps on us. We are even slower. They weigh us down, so that we can’t move.” And so Hashem showed the birds how to move their wings so that hey could lift themselves in the air and fly.

Ritual could weigh us down or it could teach us how to fly. Let’s learn to fly.
