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Three times in the last two weeks we heard a similar story.  A man in our area, who was by all accounts extremely successful on a professional level, shocked his family and friends by taking his own life. 

Whenever we hear of such a tragedy, we never know the full story and the pathology that such a man was going through.  And we certainly should not judge others when hearing about these cases as we can never know what it was like to be in their shoes.  But, without referring directly to these specific cases, on a surface level it appears that there are recent suicides that are directly connected to the economic downturn and its consequences.

After the suicide of one attorney last Thursday—an attorney who had argued 16 cases before the Supreme Court and who had just been told that he was out of a job—one of the members of our congregation reached out to the Dean of his own Law School—a very prominent law school, which is filled with graduates who are not used to severe professional setbacks.  He asked the Dean if the law school was doing something to help its graduates.  The Dean said that she was working aggressively on this project since the number of lawyers who were calling and seeking help and counsel had increased tremendously.  

Those lawyers who were calling their school were feeling the pain and isolation of a professional setback.  But of course, we know that the recession we are living in, has affected every profession.  Published reports say that calls to hotlines have greatly increased and people are struggling to deal with this issue.

Other reports say that there is hardly an American household that does not have a close friend or relative who has lost a job.

And perhaps most tragic of all: in the current recession there have been cases where the father has killed himself and in addition wiped out his entire family.

These tragic cases have been on my mind and I want to discuss with everyone how we can deal with setbacks – whether they are professional, financial, or personal?  And a second question I want to discuss is how we can we best prepare ourselves for setbacks so that when they come—as they inevitably will—we will be able to weather the storm and right ourselves again?

In this morning’s portion there is the story of a man who curses Hashem.  This man was the son of an Israelite woman and an Egyptian man and he got into a dispute.  As a result of this fight, this man cursed God and was then punished with death.  Says the Torah: “Vayetze ben ishah yisraelit, the son of an Israelite man went out into the camp.”   From where did he go out?  Rashi explains, “Meiloamo yatza, he willingly took himself out of this world.”

This man cursed God and in cursing God he was really cursing his own existence.  He didn’t commit suicide but he did take himself out of this world.  He brought death upon himself.
Who was this man and why was he cursing God?  Rashi gives us the prequel, the back story, as to who this man was:  

Rashi tells us that this man’s Egyptian father was the one whom Moses killed many years ago at the beginning of the Exodus revolution, when he saw an Egyptian man beating an Israelite.  Moses killed this Egyptian because the man had done something terrible.  In the middle of the night he had forcibly removed an Israelite man from his house and deceptively shared a bed with the Israelite man’s wife, without her knowledge of who he really was.  From that encounter came this child who would ultimately grow up and curse God.

This Egyptian man who had created this union achieved momentary physical pleasure in being with the Israelite woman.  But in reality, his pleasure was fleeting and the relationship with the woman was a complete fraud.     

The story sounds a little far-fetched, but the message is very clear.  The man who cursed God was a man who had no real foundation.  The origins and foundations of his life were entirely based upon deception and thus when he faced adversity he was unable to cope.  His only response was to remove himself from the world.

A person who has no foundation to their life will give up in the face of adversity.  A person whose life is empty will remove himself from the world at the first sign of trouble.
How do we build for ourselves a strong foundation?  In order to do so, we need to invest properly in advance.

Recently there was an article on the front page of the Wall Street Journal about one of our own congregants, Harris Cohen.  It even had a stencil drawing of Harris.  The paper said Harris was an example of a young investor who is now saying that in response to this economic crisis he has lost faith in investing in the stock market

Harris is correct!  We can all debate about where to put our money, but our true investments cannot be in the Stock Market, but in Torah.  This is a recession proof investment.  

Torah here can have an expansive definition.

Building a foundation of Torah can refer to people who have lived their life in accordance with the Torah and have filled their life with doing good deeds and acts of kindness.  Such people will have a strong reservoir of strength to support them.

If such a person is laid off, he can look back and say: “I didn’t just collect a paycheck every day.  During this time, I used my paycheck to give to charity, and to support important projects; I used my job to enable certain things which I am very proud of.  I accomplished a lot.  I lost my job, but look at what I have done as a result of my job.”  This person will still feel all the mixed emotions of having a professional setback, but they will also feel a sense of strength in knowing that what they stand for is much bigger than any particular job.

Of course, the time to build that reservoir of strength is while we are still in a position to do so.

But we should also use a more focused definition of Torah to help build ourselves a strong foundation.

The rabbis note that there is a strong connection between the upcoming holiday of Shavuot and the Torah portion known as Bamidbar.  Explains the Shulchan Aruch, Manu Ve-atzru, we count, i.e. we read the portion of counting—Bamidbar, and then we observe the holiday of Shavuot.
Why do we always read the portion of Bamidbar right before Shavuot?

Midbar means desert.  One explanation for reading Bamidbar before Shavuot is we celebrate the giving of the Torah on Shavuot.  Since the Torah was given to us in a desert, we connect the desert to the giving of the Torah.

But there is a problem with this explanation.  As you know, a desert is arid and devoid of vegetation.  There are no flowers or fruits or vegetables in a desert.  But a major theme of Shavuot is to celebrate the world’s flowers and the ripening crops; it is a time of a Mincha Chadashah—a new offering, a blossoming of our world.

So on the one hand, the Torah was given in the desert and on the other hand the holiday that celebrates the giving of the Torah is the holiday of flowers…..   Which is it?

The great Rabbi Shlomo Yosef Zevin explains this apparent contradiction very simply.  It is the giving of the Torah that turns the Midbar, the desert, from a place of utter desolation into a flowery garden.  

Without the Torah in our lives we would have always remained in the desert.  But once we received the Torah, the desert begins to bloom.  
The desert does not need to be physically transformed in order to bloom.  All it needs is steady nourishment of Torah.

People who have Torah in their lives, for whom living a life of Torah is the most essential aspect of their lives and for whom Torah is not discretionary but obligatory, such people understand that no matter how much of a setback we face in life, it is our connection to Torah that will allow our desert to bloom.
This is the other way to build for ourselves a reservoir of strength: to make Torah an essential part of our lives.  The rabbis teach us that the first question Hashem will ask us when we go to Heaven is: “Did you set aside time for Torah study?”  Not how much time did you study Torah, but did you set aside a specific time for Torah study.  

If we have a specific time for Torah study, no matter how much or how little that time may be, we are demonstrating that it is the Torah study that takes precedence over everything else.  We need to work to make a living, but what we really need is the Torah in order to live.  By setting aside time for Torah study, we are showing that the Torah is the essence and the job is secondary.  If such a person loses his or her job, they will still feel the loss, but it will only be a loss of a secondary nature.

I promise you that if you are diligent about setting aside time for Torah study you will be better able to deal with the challenges you will face in life.  Your steady commitment to Torah study will give you the proper perspective.  The Torah study will make your desert bloom.

I feel sad for the people who live in the desert but mistakenly believe that their desert is blooming.  They are in the wilderness, but they think that they are really in the Garden of Eden.

All of us, no matter how secure we think we are in life, need to be working on our foundations.  If the foundation is strong, then we too, will always remain strong.
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