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SHABBAT PARASHAT TETZAVEH

February 27, 2010


I can’t remember how many years ago it was that I first began speaking out against the horror of this particular Haftarah.  By this late date in my rabbinic career, anyone who hasn’t been falling asleep when I speak should know my heresy on this – that God’s demand of Saul was immoral, and that Saul’s failure in this situation was far worse than not strictly obeying the command.  Saul’s failure was in not speaking up to God and making the moral argument that Abraham or Moses would have made against God’s order to carry out genocide.  As a result, we are left with Samuel’s travesty of a conclusion that the only thing human beings are to do in this covenant relationship with God is to obey – to obey any order, without moral reflection.  But the covenant relationship is about finding our way – ours and God’s way - to justice.


Saul and Samuel have left Judaism a legacy of vengeance – and worse, a legacy of vengeance upon the children for the sins of the fathers.  It’s as if two hundred years after the Holocaust, the order came to the Jews from God that they were to exterminate the German people - every man, woman and child - and if we failed to carry out the order God would turn His back upon us, as He turned His back on Saul.

Then there is the myth we propagate that all the evil against the Jews in every generation is caused by a descendant of Amalek, as Haman was a descendant of Amalek, as if absolute evil were a genetic disposition carried by only one race.  This is racism no different from Hitler’s racism.  And that thread of it exists in our tradition because Saul would not speak up.

One of the nagging elements of the story is that God and Saul never speak directly to one another.  Never.  Samuel is the “man of God” who delivers the word to Saul.  So there’s a warning here for us, that when a man of God tells you that the order from on high is to murder, that God wants vengeance and has chosen you to be the instrument of vengeance, well then it’s time for you to ask yourself some pretty important questions – like whether you can hand over your moral decisions to some “man of God”, or is this rather the moment for you to become your own man or woman of God.  And this is no question just for the ancients, because right now in the twenty-first century we are drowning in the loud and ugly voices of so-called men of God who preach from the holy books of every faith.

Yet as I rail against the wrongness of this story, I must also say that it has been for me the transforming story of the entire Bible; and freeing myself from Samuel’s poor guidance has taught me what how urgently important our covenant relationship with God is, how everything – absolutely everything! – depends on it.  Our failure to engage in it, to engage in the moral work of wrestling with God – not wrestling against God, but with God – and our failure to go beyond the blind obedience of “just following orders”, means that through us God’s work in the world will fail, that the world itself will fail, that God will fail.

How can it be that God could fail?  How can it be that the creator of a universe so infinitely vast in time and space, so intricately structured in its mathematical and physical articulation, so majestically beautiful in the mind’s comprehension of it and in the sensuous perception of it through the billions of sense organs its life has unfolded, could fail?  How can this ever be accounted a failure?


Because on this one floating mote of cosmic dust which we know as home, on this earth, the purpose of it all was laid bare.  We know it as that mind-boggling conundrum of free-will, of freedom.  That strange possibility placed nowhere in all the vast cosmos but in the center of our human heart, that spiritual force which divides existence into yes and no, good and evil, right and wrong, love and hatred – that is ours alone, and that is the gift and the power which the Creator of all has deposited in us, has shaped us for.

Perhaps we have to raise ourselves to what may seem a certain kind of arrogance in order to come to true humility.  We have to know that the vast universe exists for this reason, and that the fact that we live on a cosmic mote of dust apparently so inconsequentially small, and that our time span is less than a mere bleep in the infinite heartbeat of God – all that is of no consequence in measuring the significance of the experiment with freedom which lies in the human heart.  It is as if the entire transcendent spiritual power of God which undergirds the universe is poured into the infinitesimal point which is the darkness of our human heart.  As frivolous as our lives may seem to be, not a moment or a heart beat is not filled with the challenge and scrutiny of God.

Our theologies are wrong to teach us that God already knows what we must do, because every choice we make arises within the tangled web of infinite other choices which every other human heart has made or is making, and nothing like this exists anywhere else, nor is it known to God outside of us.  That is what freedom of the heart is.  Like nothing else.  It is the handing over by God of the value of creation into the human being.  It is the human being making choices for God.


The covenant of God and Israel – and let us never forget that our name Israel is not the name of a race but of a relationship, it is the name for the struggle God and humankind engage in together – the covenant of God and the wrestlers with God is not about subordination or conquest or obedience, but about discovery, continuous discovery within creation of where and how to find justice, love, compassion, goodness.  For the simple-minded and the lazy, the moral universe is something pre-existent, already imprinted with its black and white.  But for those with clear eyes and struggling hearts, the moral universe is full of color and diversity and confusion – a thing the poet Hopkins called “pied-beauty” – and it is so for God, too, whose moral testimony lives through us.  You have heard me tell you before this rabbinic formulation of God’s admonition to us:  “If you are not my witnesses, my testimony, then I am not God.”

We know the dangers of blind obedience, and that there is nothing god-like in that.  “Justice, justice shall you pursue.”  “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  There is no black-and-white morality there, and no path to either justice or love through blind obedience.


Saul! Saul! Why were you not a man as tall and strong in your heart as in the frame of your body?  And Samuel, why could you not bring Saul to hear the voice of God for himself?  Who was there to wrestle with God when that word came to slaughter the children for the sins of the fathers?


Well, now we are there, and what will we do?
