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Is Judith Miller heroic?  She sits in a prison cell because she refuses to listen to a judge.  A judge told her to reveal her source, but she defies the judge.  She protects her source; she protects the ideals of her profession; she accepts the consequences of her actions.  What if we all decided to disobey the law whenever our passions moved us?

This issue of Judith Miller prompted me to think more deeply about another case that is only peripherally related to the actions of Judith Miller; the actions of Pinchas in the Torah.  

In a very different way, Pinchas also disobeys the law.  He sees people sinning in the sanctuary and he arises and kills them.  He acts on the basis of passion alone.  What about due process?  What about a trial?  He ignores these concepts.  He is so outraged that he takes the law into his own hands.

At first glance, it appears that God approves of the actions of Pinchas.  The Torah rewards Pinchas with eternal priesthood, berit kehunat olam.  

Yet, when we study how the rabbis interpret the story of Pinchas, we see a much more nuanced view.  While his passion is praised, it is also subtly critiqued in this week’s Haftorah 
The Haftorah tells the story of Elijah the prophet.  The rabbis teach that Pinchas and Elijah are really the same person.  This teaching is a Midrash; it is not the literal text. But the underlying lesson is that both Pinchas and Elijah are zealots who ultimately share a similar fate.

Elijah was intent on proving the truth of God’s ways.  He challenged the prophets of Baal to a spiritual duel and slaughtered 400 false prophets.  He was able to kill the prophets, but he soon realized that even these killings didn’t change the reality of the world.  Everyone stayed the same.  The people still sinned; they still worshipped Baal.  His zealotry and fanaticism accomplished nothing.
He grew disgusted.  He ran away from the world.  He literally returned to Mount Sinai.  He asked God to help him; he couldn’t tolerate the people.  So God taught him a lesson.  God taught him how to find God in this world:  A great, powerful wind passes --- but not in the wind is Hashem. And after the wind an earthquake - but not in the earthquake is Hashem. And after the earthquake a fire - but not in the fire is Hashem. And after the fire a still, thin sound…. (Kings 19, 11-12) God is in the kol demamah dakah—the soft still sound.
Ultimately the communal path to God is not found in the actions of Pinchas and Elijah.  Instead it is found in the words of the prophet Zechariah.  He teaches: “Not through an army and not through strength, but through My spirit, said Hashem—lo bechayil ve-lo be-koach, ki im be-ruchi.”  God is in the ruach, a soft, spirit that permeates the world.  
What is this ruach?  How can we access it?  Ruach technically means “spirit.”  But in this case it means much more than “spirit.”

Right after the incident of Pinchas, Moshe comes to God and asks him to appoint a leader in his place.  Moshe requests: “Hashem Elokei ha-Ruchot, God of the Spirits, appoint a leader who the people will follow.”  Hashem responds, “kach lechah et Yehoshua ben Nun, ish hasher ruach bo—take Joshua, a man who has the spirit.”
Why is Joshua selected and not Pinchas?  

There is a Midrash that explains this.  Says the Yalkut Shimoni, after Joshua was selected, the people gathered to listen to Joshua’s first words.  Moshe and the elders sat and waited to hear Joshua’s first address.  The normal pattern of the world is that when a new leader comes to office, he immediately announces his reform platform.  All were wondering, what would Joshua say?  All were expecting a fiery passionate speech from Joshua.
Joshua opened him mouth and declared, “Barukh Hashem asher natan Torah le-amo yisrael al yedei Moshe Rabbeinu, Praise God who gave the Torah to the Children of Israel through our teacher, Moses.”

Joshua was called a man of ruach.  Here he teaches us about ruach.  It is not lawless passion; instead it a commitment to law, to a structure; in this case to the law of the Torah and its teachings as expounded by Moshe.  This is the ruach, the spirit that describes Joshua.  It is a spirited and passionate commitment to a lasting system that brings God into the world.
Think about parenting.  An important element of parenting is love.  We must love our children with all our heart, without any reservations.  And yet, if that’s all we give our children, we are failing as parents.  We need to make sure that the love we give our children is accompanied by structure and rules.  It can’t be just love.  It has to be a love that has rules and direction.

It is important to have passion, like Pinchas, and Elijah.  Pinchas is always included as the eternal Priest of the community; he is watching the community, making sure that people are being faithful and moral.  Elijah too, was one of the greatest prophets; he is the constant visitor at our Seder and our Berit Milah.  They are inspirational and valuable.  But they are not the core of the community; their actions are not the communal model for us to follow.  They inspire, but then they give way to the model of Joshua.  

Joshua too, had passion.  Rashi describes Joshua as a passionate, fiery man:   She-yachol le-halekh ke-negged rucho shel kol echad ve-echad.  He was able to speak powerfully and passionately to many different people.  He was able to argue with them and convince them in cases where they were wrong.  He stood strong in the face of the spirits of every one around him.  
The difference between Joshua’s passion and that of Pinchas’ was that Joshua’s passion was enriched because it was within a system.  It was within the system of the laws of the Torah.
That is the model of our congregation.  It is the passion of Joshua within the system of the Torah.
The bedrock of community, the core of our Synagogue is not a spur of the moment passion, but a passionate commitment to Jewish law, Halakhah. 
Halakhah is the basis of everything that we do in our congregation.  Our programs, our classes, our general approach, all derive from this model.  It is a model that allows for creativity as long as it adheres to halakhic guidelines; it is a model that is innovative, but only to the extent that its innovations are based upon precedent and impeccable scholarship.  In short, our focus is towards the future, but our guide is the halakhic system as it has been established over the past two thousand years.

Passion is vital.  But the most essential element of our community is a commitment to a core legal system.  It is a commitment not only to the inspiring, ethical teachings of the Torah, but also to the laws of the Torah as brought to us today through Halakhah.  

Passion by itself cannot build a community; it can not bring continuity; it can not have a lasting impact upon the world.  Commitment to Halakhah is a commitment to a way of life within a community; within a system that can have a much greater impact—in the long run--upon the world.

In reality, the Halakhic system contains within it the application of all the ethical principles and ideals contained in the Torah.  It is not a sterile, antiquated system.  On the contrary, it is dynamic, exciting, and always expanding.  Most of all, it is a caring and sensitive system.
Halakhah incorporates the passion of Pinchas, but it applies it in a way tempered by law.  Halakhah meets the needs of the community and the individuals within the community.

(Ironically, even the actions of Pinchas are incorporated into Halakhah.  The Talmud describes Pinchas’ act as authorized only because he did not ask if it was authorized.  If he had stopped to ask, it would not have been authorized.)
Halakhah is the response to zealotry.  It argues for all encompassing, lasting solutions, not heat of the moment reactions.  
With Halakhah dictating our lives, our passion is channeled in productive ways. Halakhah declares that holiness is found in an ordered life that regulates human behavior in accordance with God’s will.  (R. Joseph Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man, 46.)  
As we grow our community, let us hold dear the words of the great Maimonides in his letter to the Jews of Yemen:

If one could only fathom the inner intent of the law, one would realize that the essence of the true divine religion lies in the deeper meaning of its positive and negative mitzvot, every one of which will aid man in his striving after perfection, and remove every impediment to the attainment of excellence.

Following Jewish law does not dilute passion—instead, it imbues passion into every single act we do.  

God is not found in the mighty army, or the angry prophet, but in the ruach, the ruach of halakhah.
