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Session 2 “Holy Living”
In our first class we talked about the power of Tradition and how, when it converges with modernity, it can create storm clouds.  Resulting in a tug of war of sorts, in which we are the participants, testing both our ability and willingness to balance the secular and religious parts of our lives.
This week we explore the subject of “Holy Living”.  And I must tell you that one of the things I really like about our author, is his honestly. The man clearly gets it when he tells us “that living a holy life will not come easily to most Jews in this day and age”. To use his example:  they will stand around the edge of the pool, but never jump in…….. Despite that, Professor Holtz still fills a lot of pages with explanations, as to why fulfillment of the mitzvot - are important.  Some of the theories are 1) That their observance has a purifying effect on us….. 2) their primary purpose is teaching us obedience, 3) there are deeper meanings associated with the mitzvot, that lie beyond our understanding …. and so, the discussion goes……   With your indulgence however, I am going to circumvent all of that and take us in another direction.
I ask you to consider– “what does the idea of “living a holy life” really mean to us?   How is the concept to be interpreted or understood?  If we dress in black, wear a tallit katan, and grow peyes and a beard - is that an outward manifestation of holy living?   As we noted last week, Judaism comes packaged with what we call “the Mitzvot” – 613 laws, statements, directives (call them what you will) – which are supposed to frame our behavior.   But how exactly is that supposed to happen?  Must we have a certain mind set?  Does it require cognitive intent, whereby we consciously dedicate ourselves to the performance of good deeds, while, while refraining from certain other behavior?
Reverting back to a story I laid out for you at the end of last class.
You’re in your car and running late for work, when you see a dog in the road.  You stop your car, secure the animal, and try to find its owner….. Or a car goes off the highway into the water and you jump in to save the driver.  Would either of these cases qualify as examples of “holy living”?  What if the idea of performing a mitzvot was the farthest thing from your mind when you acted. I pose this question, because our text implies that one of the requirements of “holy living” is intentionality. So does that mean that spontaneous acts (no matter how gracious or  courageous)  earn you zero mitzvot points?  Is this whole idea of “holy living” really a mind game of sorts?   
Our author refers to a body of Jewish literature known as “taamei hamitzvot” – translated as the “reason behind the commandments”.  The Rabbis rationalized that if one understands the rationale behind a commandment, we are more likely to comply with it. …. Interestingly, the very existence of this kind of literature, suggests that generations of Jews which came well before us, also struggled with the meaning behind certain rituals.  And while some responded by saying “if God commanded it" -that’s reason enough to obey (end of story)…. But for most people, that didn’t cut it.  So, maybe we have more in common with our ancestors than we realized……  However, life was different for them, people attempted to observe the mitzvot (striving to live that holy life), because it was part of the very fabric of their communal structure.  The rationality behind an observance was immaterial, they were observant because it was the practice of their community to be so.   Today however, things are no longer that simple.   And any consideration of what constitutes “holy living” -  must start with a conversation about ritual observance, which for many modern Jews becomes a stumbling block.  But why is that?  Let’s look at an example:  Lets say that when growing up as a child, your family didn’t acknowledge shabbat.  You did not gather together to light shabbat candles, o recite kiddush over wine or the hamotzi over challah on Friday night?  Perhaps you never attended synagogue except on high holidays, and the only other festivals which were acknowledged in any way, were lighting a menorah on Hanukkah (the Jewish Christmas) and attending a Seder……   Raised in that religious vacuum, what would the response be to waving the Lulav and Etrog in six directions during Sukkot?  Or the beating of willow branches on the ground during Hoshanah Rabbah (the last day of Sukkot)?  Whatever the rationale behind these acts may have been for our forefathers - to the new American Jews, such acts look and feel primitive and out of place……  And as to the idea of wearing tefillin (leather boxes on our arm or forehead) - the response would be “are you kidding me?….. Anyone want to bring up the custom of Kapparot (swinging a chicken around your head three times)….. My friends, such reactions are not intended to be belittling.  The point is that many Jews simply lack both the historical and psychological connection to such practices.  Keeping in mind that first generation American Jewry was busy distancing itself from Eastern European practices (both cultural and religious) - considering them all as “old world”. ….. And, notwithstanding what’s written in the Torah, those who are products of the upbringing I have described, have no childhood memories to fall back on in support of religious rites.  To make matters worse, this situation may even apply to kids who went to afternoon Hebrew school and had a Bar Mitzvah. ….So has the ideal of  “holy living” simply bypassed several generations of American Jews ? ….  With the exception of the Orthodox -  is it game over for the rest of us?
What do you think?  Where does your own background fit into this schematic?  Can you relate to the issue?  Do certain religious practices inhibit you, make you feel self-conscious or even embarrass you?  (Your among friends here and whatever you say here stays here)
At the end of the day, modern secular Jews (which probably includes most of us) are left with this question: “might there be a reasonable and achievable pathway forward, for embracing the ideals behind “holy living”,  and inculcating them into our lives? 
Well in fact, our text actually addresses this..  A modern goal for “holy living” could be defined simply as the “active attempt to integrate Jewish tradition into the routines of everyday life”. Removing the barriers that keep us from seeing and accepting, that everything we do each day, is or can be, infused with an element of holiness. Leading us to the realization that there is no difference between life and religion – they are one.
So, lets assume that we were inclined to look at our life from that perspective.  How does one get started?  Can you suggest small steps that can be taken to introduce Jewish tradition back into one’s life, without going over the top.
One can occasionally begin to say hamotzi prior to eating. (avoiding the tendency of taking the food which we eat for granted).  Kindling candles and reciting kiddush on some, even if not all Friday evenings. 
You may not choose to totally observe the laws of Kashrut, but you can increase your sense of awareness.  For example, you may choose not to bring obvious trief products into your home (think bacon or shrimp cocktail).  You may condition yourself to be a bit more selective on grocery products that you buy.  For example, given the choice of several brands, perhaps you go with the one that has a hechsher indicating its Kosher.  These steps by themselves don’t equate to dietary observance, but they further that connection we are seeking to build.
In our tradition we recite the mourners kaddish after the passing of a loved one, and on the anniversary thereafter (the yahrzeit). It requires a minyan of 10 people to recite it.  So- even if you don’t read Hebrew well, or have never been to a weekday minyan and don’t consider yourself that religious.  Attend some minyans in support of your fellow Jews, those needing to recite Kaddish. (help make the head count).
Our author points out that sometimes we observe a mitzvot not because we feel strongly about it, but out of some latent desire to maintain a connection to the tradition. To help keep it alive.    Are there examples of such behavior within your own lives that you may care to share.
Examples: 1) I put on Tefillin during weekly minyan.  It’s certainly not my family tradition to do so, as neither my father nor grandfather ever did.  I wear it because it’s an act of performance, linking me to our tradition.
2) I have a terrible time with observance of the second day of the holidays, (as do most jews given the pathetic attendance levels).  It’s an ancient calendar issue which no longer applies – and it leads to redundancy.   Yet, since I retired, I attend second day?  In this case it’s not a link to tradition, but rather it’s about communal support.  Assisting with the minyan head count for the benefit of those who do care about the second day observance.
In conclusion, holy Living constitutes a two-part process involving both “intentionality and performance”.   You expend the effort to introduce “things Jewish” into your life – ideals, values, laws, and ritual practices.
So, if you’re still working, you strive to conduct your business affairs with intentionality (committed to doing the right thing by people) and the performance comes when you actually make decisions, benefiting others as much (if not more) than yourself. 
You become proactive in reaching for the phone and making that call (you know what I’m talking about) - that relative we have not talked with in a while, or that friend or fellow congregant who was not looking well the last time we saw them.
 Whether you attend services or not, you make the time to read the weekly torah portion, because you have come to realize that it not just a history book, but in fact it contains messaging which is relevant to you today – you merely have to make the effort to seek it out.
Friends, the goal behind “holy living” when viewed in a modern context, is not to suddenly transform ourselves into super Jews, suddenly immersing ourselves in prayer or enacting what feel like strange rituals…..  Rather it’s a change of mindset, which acknowledges that the secular world cannot fill all our needs.  We need humility (recognition that neither we nor our problems lie not at the center of the universe) and we require a moral compass, to keep us moving in the right direction. It’s just the nature of mankind.   And so we look to our tradition, our community and the Jewish approach to life, to help guide us and to make us the best people we can be…….Which is a nice segway into the spirit of the upcoming holidays.
Any final comments



