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It has been a long nineteen years.  It has been nineteen years since the Mets won a World Series.  Our rabbinic intern—Joshie Starr--wasn’t even alive nineteen years ago. And we haven’t had a bar mitzvah here in nineteen long years.  And for our bar-mitzvah himself, this momentous day is a celebration of his unique and praiseworthy desire to become bar-mitzvah in a different type of Synagogue.  This Shabbat, we once again celebrate; our community once again rejoices.  
 

This morning’s parshah speaks to this cycle that our congregation experienced.  There are two passages in Nasoh that the Torah places right next to each other:  the Nazir and the Sotah.  The Sotah is a woman who is accused of adultery and then tested with a trial by ordeal in front of the whole community.  The Nazir is the ascetic, a person who has sworn off wine, cutting his hair, and coming into contact with the dead.  The Nazir’s entire life is dedicated to remaining pure.

 

The commentators wonder: What is the connection between the Nazir and the Sotah?  Why are they placed right next to each other?  Rashi explains: she-kol haroeh sotah be-kilkula yazir atzmo min hayayin, To tell you that whoever observes a Sotah in her decadence should take the Nazirite vow against wine, which leads to promiscuity.
 

The Nazir witnesses the promiscuity of the Sotah and he is horrified; he is repulsed; he withdraws from the world entirely he desires to live a life of complete purity; he becomes a radical, an extremist. 
 

Isn’t this what we are seeing more and more of in today’s world.  We see it all over.  There is radical Islam, radical Christianity, and radical Judaism.  What drives the radicals is a deep disgust with the world around us.  They look around and see a world of immorality, greed, corruption, violence, betrayal, Godlessness, and sin.  They are horrified and in their horror they become purists.  They deem it necessary to shut themselves off from the evils of the world around them.  Like the Nazir they are reactionaries.  Out of disgust with the world they seek a purer, more radical life—a life that completely rejects the world as we know it.

As understandable as such an approach might be, it is not the mainstream Jewish approach.

 

The great Maimonides forcefully rejects the reaction of the Nazir.  Writes Maimonides, (De’ot 3:1): “Possibly a person may say, ‘Since envy, cupidity, and ambition are evil qualities…I will avoid them and seek their opposite.’  A person following this approach will not eat meat, nor drink wine, nor marry, nor dwell in a decent home, nor wear nice clothing, but will clothe himself in sackclothes and coarse wool.  Zo Derekh raah ve-asur leilekh bah.  This is an evil path that it is forbidden to follow.  Ha-mehalekh ba-derekh zu nikrah choteh.  One who follows this path is called a sinner.”  Indeed, Maimonides explains that this is why a Nazirite is commanded to bring a sin offering.  The Naziritie path is the sinful path.

 

One reason why Maimonides rejects this radical, extremist approach is that it is not the path of God.  God placed us in this world to enjoy its pleasures in a holy fashion; the way to come close to God is through sanctifying the pleasure s of the world, not divorcing ourselves from them.  According to Maimonides, we need to follow the Golden Mean; the path to God is not through extremism.

 

There is a second difficulty with this approach of the Nazir.  Tanakh speaks in detail of only two people who lived the life of a Nazir; two people who followed this approach.  The two people were Shimshon and Shmuel.  They were very different people, but in one sense they shared a common fate.  Neither one had children who carried on their message.  Samson had no children, and Shmuel’s children did not follow in his path.

 

This is the other problem with the extremist approach to religion.  The response is reactionary and not forward looking; thus, the beauty of living a Godly life is lost.  While the radical himself might technically live a very, pure religious life, his choices make it even more difficult to transmit a vibrant, spiritual message to others as well as to future generations.  The radical is living a supremely selfish lifestyle.  All he cares about is himself.  He gives up on everyone else.

When we see problems with the world around us, our approach can not be a reactionary, extreme approach.   We should not seek to cut our losses and circle the wagons.  We should not seek to live in isolation from the rest of the world.  Above all, we should not give up on the world.

 

There is more evidence of this in the book of Ruth, which we will read this week.   The book begins with the words, “And there was a famine in the land, and a man left Beit Lechem in the land of Judah and went to live in the fields of Moab.”  

 

This man’s name was Elimelekh.  The rabbis tell us that Elimelekh had been the leader of the tribe of Judah.  But he looked around and saw his people falling apart.  There was a famine.  He gave up on them and he decided to move away.  He thought he could rebuild from scratch in new place.  As the midrash says, “Keivan De-atah Aktah, azalt lakh u-shevakt, when trouble came you abandoned them!”

 

But that’s not the Torah way.  We don’t give up on people; we don’t give up on communities.  We don’t give up on each other.

 

According to the Midrash, the opposite of Elimelekh was the prophet Moshe. (Ruth Rabah, 5.)  He was like, “A faithful shepherd whose pen collapsed close to dusk. He stood and fenced in three of its sides.  But there remained one more side that was open, and there was no time to close it up.  The shepherd himself then stood in the breach to protect the flock.  A lion came, the shepherd drove it off; a wolf came, the shepherd drove it off.”  

Moses was that faithful shepherd.  That’s why Moses is called the most humble person who ever lived.  Because he did not give up and run away.  His approach was not reactionary.  He stood in the breach, until the wall could be mended.  

And, what of us today?  Today, we are living in Shepherd Park.  Today we celebrate a bar-mitzvah.  But we do it only because there were some people in our community who were like Moshe, who were the faithful shepherds.  Our congregation is 119 years old.  Some years were golden and some were lean.  The world works in cycles like that.  But during those 119 years there were many people like Moshe who gave so much to the shul, who always stood by the shul.  Especially during these past nineteen years, there were heroic people who did not give up on their community; they did not abandon the world like the Nazir.  They stuck it through the dark times and now they can celebrate.

We are celebrating with Mathew today, but we also celebrate with all the shepherds who stood in the breach.  We celebrate with all those shepherds who stood and preached from this pulpit, with all those shepherds who chanted from this bimah, and with all those who shepherds were bar-mitzvad in our sanctuary.  For all of us who weren’t here during those long 19 years, let us learn…let us learn how to be true shepherds. 

