Don’t Flee from Terror

Nasoh
In a very small way, this week I felt for the first time what it means to see the tragedy of terrorism up close and personal.  I felt just a little bit of the numbness that can cause one to recoil at this world in disgust.
When we see a world in which people can just drive up and shoot an innocent person, you feel the horror of terrorism in a very real and shocking way.  When we see such horrors, it’s hard not to get disgusted with the world we are living in.  

So how should we respond to such horrible events?  In a very general way, I think we can talk about a response with in the framework of this morning’s Torah reading.
This morning the Torah places three distinctly different passages together.  All of which seem to have nothing to do with each other.  First the Torah discusses the case of a sotah, an adulterous woman who is placed through a public test, an ordeal, in order to determine her innocence.  Then the Torah discusses the Nazir, an ascetic who separates himself from wine and proper grooming.  And finally the Torah discusses the Birkat Kohanim, the Torah tells Aaron the way in which he is supposed to bless the Jewish people.

Our rabbis were troubled by the Torah’s juxtaposition of these three passages.  They seem to have nothing at all to do with each other.  And so chazal ask, lamah nismachah parshat nazir le-parshat sotah, why is the passage of Nazir placed next to the passage of Sotah?  And lamah nismachah parshat kohen mevarekh le-parshat nazir, why is passage of the priestly blessings placed next to the passage of the Nazir?
The rabbis explain that Nazir is placed next to Sotah to teach us, “She-kol haroeh sotah be-kilkulah yazir atsmo min ha-yayin, whoever will see the Sotah in her great distress, will separate himself from wine.

The Nazir’s response is a very logical response.  In a generic sense, he has seen the world’s perversity up close.  He has seen humiliation and betrayal.  And for this morning’s Devar Torah this woman’s act of betrayal serves as a paradigm of unfaithfulness, immorality, and a violation of the Torah’s value system.  And so, the responses to such a betrayal will thus serve as a paradigm of responses to events that violate the world’s fundamental moral code.
One response to such a violation is the Nazir.  The Nazir’s response is to act.  And so he reacts in an extreme way. The Nazir, understandably, cannot stomach this world.  He acts by escaping from the world, escaping from earthly pleasures, escaping from society. The Nazir’s response is an extreme fanatical response to a horrible situation.  

There are certainly positive elements to the Nazir’s response.  When we are filled with moral outrage we cannot remain unchanged, we should feel the need to respond in an effective way.

And yet, the Torah recognizes that the Nazir’s response is limited.  It is limited because it is an extreme response to the situation.  And we all know that when people move to an extreme and live life on the extreme then more often than not the reality is that they are setting themselves up for a crash; the greater the extreme the greater the crash.

In fact that’s what happens to the Nazir. Let’s look at the passage of the Nazir closely.  It’s chapter six, in Sefer Bamidbar.  The Torah tells us about a person who becomes a Nazir.  This person takes a vow of abstinence from all wine, and hair cuts.  He has dedicated himself as being holy to God.  Like a Kohen he too can not come into contact with the dead.  He can’t even come into contact with the dead members of his own family.  As the Torah says in pauk chet, “Kol Yemei Nizro kadosh hu lashem, all the days of his Nazirite he is holy to God.
But look at the very next pasuk it states, Ve-Khi yamut met alav be-fetah pitiom, suddenly the Nazir’s extreme life is shattered.  Without realizing he comes into contact with a dead body.  His nazirut is over; it has ended as abruptly as it began.  The Torah is telling us that the extreme lifestyle that the Nazir has selected is limited.  It can’t last forever.  It will end one day as suddenly as it began.

So the Torah is teaching us that while the Nazir’s response might be understandable and even laudable, it is fundamentally misguided.  It can’t last.  It is bound to fail.

So one response to a scene of moral outrage is the extreme, and yet flawed response of the Nazir.  But as the Midrash reminds us the Torah juxtaposes another passage to his text.  And that passage is the priestly blessings of Aaron to the Benei Yisrael.

Perhaps the message here is that this is another type of response to immediate confrontation with moral outrage.  Some people respond to scenes of terrorism and war, with words of faith.  They say, “All we can do is have faith in God, and hope and pray.”  

These are the words of the Birkat Kohanim.  God is telling us even though we see the horrors and tragedies of the world, nevertheless, yevarekhekha hashem ve-yishmarekhah, God will bless you and God will watch you.  Yaer hashem panav elekhah ve—chunekhah, God will shine his glorious light upon you.  And Yisah hashem panav elekhah ve-yasem lekhah shalom, and God will bestow peace upon you.

While this type of response also contains some praiseworthy elements, on a certain level it rings hollow.  Faith is surely important.  But Judaism teaches us that faith alone hardly suffices.  We are not commanded to be zombies, simple praying and hoping that our words come true.

Maybe when seeking a response to moral outrage, we should look beyond these two passages that immediately follow the horrible scene of the Sotah, and look at the very next passage of the Torah.  The story of the Nazir and the Birkat Kohanim is immediately followed by the scene of the Chanukat Ha-Bayit, by the scene of the dedication of the Mishkan.

The dedication of the Mishkan is both an affirmative action and a declaration of our faith in God.  It’s a loud and public monument to our beliefs and values.  It’s a both a statement and a prayer that our values will reign in the world forever.

What do we do when we see people violating the laws of our Torah? What do we do when we see the laws of humanity thrown out the window?  What do we do when see people worshipping barbaric acts?

We respond in an affirmative way with a message of chanukat ha-bayit—in a way that combines nazirut with birkat kohanim--our actions with our faith.  We respond with strong actions, which reaffirm our commitment to our values and goals.  And we respond with words of prayer.

This was a lesson that my sister, Sima, taught me this week.  Sima lives in Efrat.  And I spoke with her Tuesday night immediately after we heard about a shooting.  I said to her, “Can’t you at least live in someplace a little safer like Jerusalem?”  She said, “There were four bombings in Jerusalem over the weekend.”  And I understood that we can’t flee from terror, because if we do the terror will always pursue us.  In the face of immoral and barbaric acts, the only response is to respond actively with actions that reaffirm our values and goals, and to accompany those actions with words of faith, words of prayer, and words of hope. 
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