PURIM 2008

Three words.  They are surely the most influential words Spinoza wrote in any of his correspondence.  They became a central component of the philosophy of Hegel, which in turn became a central component in the philosophy of Marx, which in turn became a central component in the history of our planet from the mid-19th century onward.   

The words were written in 1674, addressed to, and I quote, “the most worthy and judicious Jarig Jelles.”  Well, Mr. Jelles has long since been forgotten, but the phrase he read will always be remembered to those who love philosophy.  And perhaps to nobody else.  The immortal three words are these:  determination is negation.
I may be wrong, but I believe that Spinoza’s meaning can be captured simply enough.  In order to determine the uniqueness of any thing – be it a rock, a tree, or a person -- you need to locate that thing in a larger universe.  You need to determine its particular place, its particular time, and its unique powers.  But in order to do that, you need to ascertain its limits – where it is not, when it is not, and what it is not.  In other words, you must negate it and bound it, in order to grasp its form. 
But there is one “being” of which we can conceive that cannot be determined.  It is Being itself – in other words, it is God.  Spinoza’s God is the one concept that is not, in that sense, determinable.  It is the synthesis of all dichotomies – the pure absence of negation; absolute, limitless affirmation.   Once you start to identify what it is not, you realize you are only identifying its parts.  That rock, that tree, that person are all in God.  God is everywhere, everywhen, and everywhy.  God defies negation.
Unfortunately, we don’t.  We are defined by our limitations.  And if we wish to grow profoundly, we must tear down the barriers that define and limit us.  We must negate the negations.  That might sound like an obscure concept, but it’s not.  It also goes by the more familiar name of the dialectical process – the movement from thesis to antithesis to a higher synthesis, one which doesn’t erase the original thesis but builds upon it, thereby expanding and perfecting it.  Actually, the new synthesis only appears temporarily to be perfection, for it won’t be long before its own negations are identified and then in turn negated, giving rise to yet another, even higher synthesis.  Hegel and Marx saw this as the process of evolution – the process of qualitative, meaningful change.
Such change is the ultimate goal of Purim, the holiday that brings us together.  Purim is the holiday that celebrates so-called good and evil. We associate it with a pastry devoted to Haman, the precursor of Adolf Hitler who became the focal point of the Book of Esther.  We associate it even more with alcohol, which we are supposed to consume to the degree that we are just a smidgen on the sober side of the line between Haman and the righteous Mordecai, who came and saved the day.  That’s a hell of a lot of alcohol, especially for a religious ritual.
It always bothered me that Purim so often coincides with St. Patrick’s Day in the Jewish calendar, and yet here in America, we grant the Irish a monopoly on drunken rituals.  Theirs isn’t even religious.  Ours is.  We needed that type of ritual to make a spiritual point – only by coming to grips with our animalistic sides can we hope to transcend them.  If we repress ourselves like the Victorians did -- if we look at alcohol and sex strictly as evil and sources of sin -- we will box ourselves into a tightly wound body and an equally stultified soul.  If, on the other hand, we hope to be more like God, we will free ourselves as individuals and affirm so much more of what life has to offer.

I must ask now that we turn back the clock from Purim about half a year, to the time of the High Holidays, and focus on the holiest day of the Jewish year, Yom Kippur.  That day is yet another exercise in negating our negations and breaking through our barriers.  Only this time, we’re not doing so as individuals, but as members of a people.   
On Purim, when we get drunk, we can’t possibly extricate ourselves from our individuality.  We can tap into our subconscious, to be sure, but we remain trapped as isolated, discrete beings with bodies and minds that are fundamentally disconnected from every other human being.  Not so on Yom Kippur.  We spend that day entirely in synagogue and at prayer, and when we pray, we never do so in the first person singular.  We pray as a “we,” not an “I,” and we pray primarily to atone for our collective sins – sins of omission, as well as commission.   We pray, in short, so that we as a people can tear asunder our present limitations and soon reach a point where we don’t simply avoid harming others but go out of our way to help them out.

We ask forgiveness, and I quote, “For our failures of love. …  For hiding from others behind an armor of mistrust, and for the cynicism which leads us to mistrust the reality of unselfish love. …  For keeping the poor in the chains of poverty and turning a deaf ear to the cry of the oppressed. …  For the sins of silence and indifference. …  [And] for all … evil means we employ to accomplish good ends.”  We ask forgiveness, in short, for being law-abiding, respectable, but ultimately un-heroic citizens.  We pray for the day that the entire Jewish people – indeed, the entire human race – is no longer obsessed with oneself and one’s family.   In other words, we pray so that someday soon, each of us will be active agents of tikkun olam, consumed with the desire to repair and perfect our world.  That state of being, in Judaism, is the essence of holiness.  
In the concept of the holy, we begin to transcend determination.  We begin to do justice to the word “we,” rather than to enslave ourselves by the word “I.”  Yom Kippur represents our most sustained, pointed effort to negate that latter word.  Through the help of that fall day, a day when we refrain from all drinking and eating and allow our spiritual nature to come to the fore, we can at least understand what it means to become selfless.   
Having attended Yom Kippur services every year for decades, you’d think I would have learned the lessons of that holiday long ago.  Had you asked me last year what the holiday meant, I would have answered that it is a call to make ourselves more virtuous and principled.  I would have proclaimed the holiday’s value in helping us atone for excessive cynicism and mistrust.  I would have pointed out that Yom Kippur provides an opportunity to lament the inadequacies in our abilities to love.  And with these lessons in mind, I assumed that when the leaders of my community pledged to respect the will of the people in deciding whether to renew the contracts of our cantor and Associate Rabbi, I should lovingly trust those leaders.  Therein lies the path of virtue.  Or so I thought.
Many of you know the sad story about the synagogue that we left just a few months ago.  The authoritarian Senior Rabbi of the temple didn’t care for the cantor and Associate Rabbi – the two men who presided at Hannah’s Bat Mitzvah.  A small group of families who controlled the Board of Directors backed the Senior Rabbi.  Despite having promised that they would respect the will of the congregation, and despite the congregation having weighed in that they wanted to keep the cantor and Associate Rabbi, the Board got rid of them anyway.  Enough said.  

The rumors that the Board wanted to dump the cantor and Associate Rabbi had been floating around the ether for some time.   But those of us who loved those two clergymen took the Board members to be truthful when they suggested that they would listen to the congregation and honor its will.  And this was indeed the easier path, because it allowed us to get back to our own lives – our jobs, our families, and our hobbies.  Plus, as I’ve said, it coincided with the path of virtue -- the path of love, trust, and faith in our leaders.

It all made so much sense, except of course for what I didn’t bother to consider.  Notice that in my discussion of the temple, the focus was on a few individuals – specifically, the clergy and the Board members.  What I hadn’t considered was the level of involvement by the congregation as a whole.  The Board’s Machiavellian leadership always knew that it had a trump card.  It could count on the fact that most members of the temple really didn’t care that much about what went on at there, as long as their kids were being educated as Jews.  The Board recognized that it could make whatever vague promises it wanted to active members like me about how the clergy gets selected, and then later back out of those commitments, secure in the knowledge that most dues-paying members would rather not be bothered by a controversy in their temple.


Apathy has always been a tyrant’s best friend.  It’s as true for petty tyrants as much as for a Napoleon or a Haman.

It should now be clear that until recently, a very deep lesson of Yom Kippur had escaped me.  To negate the negation known as the “I,” it is not enough to work hard individually to uplift the “we.”  It is necessary to be part of a “we” in which the critical mass takes an active role to uplift one another.  My ex-temple had never reached that point.  Neither has our society at large.  But there are signs suggesting that maybe, just maybe, that could be changing.

In my lifetime, we’ve seen two previous examples where America, as a spiritual entity, had a vibrant pulse.  The first and most obvious example came in the 60s.  It was best put into poetry by a fellow Jew, Mr. Robert Zimmerman.  Zimmerman saw African-Americans invade the streets, the fronts of buses, and occasionally even the prisons, to make the case for racial equality.  He saw an effort to fight a war on poverty, one that was appreciated from the South Bronx to the heart of Appalachia.  And he saw the so-called sexual revolution and the beginnings of the movement for gender equality.  
In the end, we may not have succeeded in eradicating poverty, but we’ve come a long way from the time of segregated bathrooms and rampant gender discrimination throughout the workforce.  Thanks to the 60s, we can laugh when we hear lines like, “Ward, don’t you think you were a little hard on the Beaver last night?” In the 50s, that was a statement about stern fathers.  In the 60s, it became a statement about … well, the kind of thing married Jewish couples are commanded to do on nearly every Friday night.  That’s right, my anti-Victorian friends, Shabbat and Purim have a lot in common.
In 1963, the same year another Jew, Betty Friedan, published The Feminine Mystique, Zimmerman – aka Bob Dylan – recorded The Times They Are a Changin’.  The point of his poetry was crystal clear: a new generation is taking charge that isn’t afraid of its elders and is poised to re-arrange the class structure of our society.    

Come mothers and fathers throughout the land, 

and don’t criticize what you can’t understand.

Your sons and your daughters are beyond your command.

Your old road is rapidly agin’.

Please get out of the new one if you can’t lend a hand.
For the times they are a-changin’.

I grew up here in D.C. at a time that was still very much Bob Dylan’s America.  My parents took me to Resurrection City, two months after Martin Luther King was assassinated, where I heard civil rights leaders like Ralph Abernathy explain how we could never have justice without racial equality.  I also remember well the size of the demonstrations against the Vietnam War.  Back then, it seemed, politics mattered, and not just on college campuses.  Every adult felt like they had a stake in the venture.  Every adult, it seemed, felt passionate about the issues of the day, in one direction or the other.

The next era that may aptly be called “momentous” was the polar opposite of the 60s.  It took place two decades later, and it went by the name of the Reagan Revolution.  At the time, I thought I had entered the Twilight Zone, but the fact is that Ronald Reagan spoke for many millions of Americans.  They longed to return to a day when we were linked by our veneration for country and Christ, and when government was seen as a necessary evil rather than as a vehicle for social transformation.  

 Those who think that the 80s were all about the cult of Reagan seriously missed the point.  To the conservatives who elected him, and especially the religious right, the 80s were about liberation and community.  Every Sunday, at churches from San Diego to Bar Harbor, Americans came together and reaffirmed their commitment to the faith.  They aimed to take an active role to ensure that America would stand above all other countries.  In 1988, Reagan’s last year in office, Rush Limbaugh’s show went national, and the following year, under the stewardship of the Gipper’s understudy, George H.W. Bush, the Berlin Wall fell.  Within a few years, Francis Fukuyama would proclaim The End of History in a bestselling book by that name.  The American Way – the way of representative democracy, limited government, and the devotion to individual liberties – would surely reign supreme for ever and ever.  “Amen.”
I guess things haven’t quite worked out that way.  Far from the end of history, we seem to have entered an era known as the End of Sanity.  First, we had a President impeached because of semen on a blue dress.  Then, we had a Presidential election come down to counting chads.  (Remember when we all knew the difference between the pregnant, dimpled, tri, hanging, and swinging-door varieties?)  Next, we all watched in shock as a group of maniacs intentionally flew planes into two of the world’s largest buildings.  And finally, many of us watched in equal horror as our nation declared war on Iraq for no apparent good reason, costing countless lives, limbs, and dollars.  How strange it was that the same people who spoke about the need for tax cuts decided to spend taxpayer dollars halfway across the world building bridges that we had every reason to believe would soon be blown up.   Oh well, what’s a trillion dollars anyway?  We can print up that much in days.

After this latest era of insanity, the American people would appear to be ready for another mini-revolution.  After all, it’s been 40 years since the summer of love, and twenty since Reagan passed the baton to Bush Sr.  From the very beginning of this Presidential campaign season, it’s been clear that the natives are restless.  They’re giving money in record sums.  They’re showing up to vote in record numbers.  They’re making videos in support of candidates. They’re getting on the Internet to blast vitriol against candidates.  

To be sure, there’s been no consensus.  But just as surely, there’s been little apathy.  That, more than anything else, is why I’m hopeful.  
As I type these words, it’s increasingly looking like the GOP could well hold on to the White House, which would give them 32 out of 44 years on Pennsylvania Avenue. That’s nearly three out of four administrations.  While those stats alone should give one pause about predicting a Democratic victory, I’m pleased to say that so far in this election, the energy and passion has been almost entirely on the Democratic side.  Strike that – some Republicans really hate Hillary, and others really fear Obama, but the only politicians who seem to be inspiring honest-to-God devotion from anyone are the two leading Democrats.  That was Reagan’s secret to success, and when all the knee-capping is done, it will probably seal the deal for the donkeys this go around.

But that begs the question: who will it be, Hillary or Barack?  Demographically, I’m being pulled in both directions.  As a well-educated, political junky who eats a vegan diet, possesses a Y chromosome, and is yet to be eligible for AARP membership, I fit squarely into Obama’s range.   Then again, as a Jew, I ought to be voting for Hillary, right?  Consider that in the first five primaries in which one of these combatants took 60% of the Jewish vote, four, including my own beloved Maryland, went for Hillary.

Hillary’s popularity with Jews comes despite the fact that Barack seems to do better with voters who are better educated, more politically engaged, and more affluent than the average.  Why then does our community embrace her so?  For one thing, she knows public policy as well as a rabbi knows the Talmud, and that appeals to the subconscious Jewish equation of knowledge with virtue.  Secondly, she’s from New York, meaning that she wouldn’t dare mess with Israel any more than our current President would mess with the oil industry.  But perhaps the best reason is that Jews are traditionally nervous about world leaders who inspire almost cult-like veneration, especially when we know as little about them as we know about Barack Obama.  Just turn on that You Tube video where, in the background, you can hear a crowd chant incessantly, “O-bam-a, O-bam-a, O-bam-a.”   You almost feel like you’re at a rally for a totalitarian dictator.  To the Jewish soul, one born from a tradition where only God is the focus of reverence, that’s kind of creepy.  
Fortunately, there’s more to Barack Obama than that creepy video.  And it begins with an ironic fact.  To the Clinton supporters, Obama’s campaign is a childish movement centered around a charismatic, enigmatic figure, whereas Clinton’s campaign is a thoughtful celebration of meritocracy.  In fact, however, it is Clinton’s campaign that revolves primarily on the celebration of a single individual.  Her supporters tout her as supremely knowledgeable and battle-tested, the kind of leader we can trust to make the right decisions, even when the rest of us are sleeping.  

Surely, Barack’s critics would add, he is adored by his followers as well.  Would it not be fair to call their support cult-like?   Perhaps.  But this movement is not centered on Obama any more than the “cult” of the 60s was centered on RFK, MLK, or Bob Dylan.  The 60s were all about we the people – progressive young men and women, some stoned, others sober, who were sick and tired of being told to shut up and do whatever the Ward Cleavers and Joseph McCarthys of the world thought was appropriate.  Today, many of us who are politically progressive are pining for change once again.  What we’re not pining for is an authoritarian leader who will wave a magic wand and solve all our problems for us.  We want a leader who not only embraces progressive change but recognizes that any meaningful change must stem primarily from the grass roots.  Barack Obama is such a man.

When I think of the Board members who ran my former synagogue into the ground, I don’t see people who by nature share power.  I see those who believe in the rule of the elites – in that case, in the families who have spent the most time administering the temple over the past decade or two.  Barack Obama’s chief virtue as a candidate is that he comes across as someone who, by nature, is a true democrat without an authoritarian bone in his body.  That requires such defining virtues as fairness, thoughtfulness, respectfulness, and above all else, humility.   These are all classic Jewish virtues.  Indeed, humility might be the most important of all, for it was that virtue and that virtue alone that is said to have made Moses the greatest of our prophets. 

I sometimes hear Republicans question whether Obama is a big phony as a so-called unifier given that he has such a liberal voting record.  But his voting record as a Senator who has obviously eyed a higher office is surely missing the point.  He’s not running as a political moderate.  He’s running as a progressive, but one who will listen to everyone, treat everyone with respect, and try to find solutions that resonate with conservatives as well as his fellow progressives.  Is it fair to say that he’ll select initiatives aimed at addressing issues that matter more to some of us than others?  Sure.  I can see him taking on universal health care, global warming, and Middle Eastern peace, and I doubt he’ll take on the right to fetal life or gay marriage.  But again, whatever issues he confronts, I don’t see him trying to ram things down conservatives’ throats.  
Barack surely realizes that we won’t come up with any meaningful reforms unless we have the support of the business community as well as liberal activists.  Consequently, he might not go for every home run, but I can see him hitting lots of doubles and triples.  And all the while, he will be encouraging average Americans to get involved in the political process.

Is all this stuff about “we” versus “I” just a pipe dream?  Is it possible for average Americans truly to impact what bills get voted out of Congress?   To even ask that question is to disregard our recent experience with immigration reform.  For those who thought that “the people” can’t make a difference, that should have been quite a reminder.  Here we had a bill that was favored by the President, supported also by his opposing Party, which also happened to control the Congress, and advocated by powerful leaders within the President’s Party, including the man it is about to nominate for the White House.  And yet, somehow, the bill was killed.  Blame talk radio hosts and their listeners.  One after another, these soldiers contacted their representatives and told them just how strongly they hated the idea of amnesty for illegal aliens.  The opposition was relentless.  Now, immigration reform is dead.
I lament the result.  But I’m thrilled by the process.  The people made a difference.  And I look forward to the day, not far in the future, when progressive voices can whip up millions of activists to contact our representatives and demand that they stop funding a crazy war, stop permitting the Earth to be further despoiled, and never again allow the working class to rot without health care.  

“We are the change we have been waiting for.”  Those are the most important words of this campaign season.  When we determine who we are on the basis of our isolated individuality, we not only limit and negate ourselves, but also our communities, our nation, and our planet.  We – not you pursuing your agenda and me pursuing mine – but we, acting in tandem, are the change we have been waiting for.   So many people, Democrats as well as Republicans, cannot comprehend these words.  They view them as fluff.  Meaningless fluff.  
You can certainly understand the cynicism.  It has been 40 years since progressives have risen up to any degree and fought for social change.  We slept during the Reagan years, as the Gipper cut taxes and increased spending, all at the expense of our children’s economic welfare.  We slept during the buildup to the Iraq War, as most of us trusted the Administration’s military intelligence about WMDs, just as I trusted my synagogue’s Board of Directors.  And then, once it became clear what a pile of dung this war was, we slept during the war too.

I’ll never forget how difficult it has been these past few years to find people willing to join me at peace marches.  This friend had one excuse, that friend another.  We were too damned busy to register our horror about what our country was perpetrating.  You know, we had some errands to run.  Or the kid needed a ride to the soccer game.  Or we needed to prepare a report for work.  “The war?  Not our problem.  That’s Bush’s problem.  Blame him.  Now let me get back to what I was doing.”  That was the attitude, pre-Barack.  And no matter who gets the nomination, no matter who wins the election, that’s the attitude that has to change among the progressive community.  
If our body politic wants to negate its own negations -- if it wants to silence the cynics, and begin to realize some of its high ideals -- it clearly needs a major shot of adrenalin.  Perhaps the single strongest argument for Barack Obama’s candidacy is that he has brought so much youth and enthusiasm into the political process.  That’s exactly what we need to live up to our image as a bastion of freedom, democracy, and creativity.  I saw what happened at my former synagogue when the old guard came in and snuffed out any semblance of spirituality from our midst.  For all the hundreds who rose up, hundreds more stayed silent – forgetting the lesson on Yom Kippur that Jews should never be silent in the face of injustice.  Well, that applies even more so to situations in which people’s lives or our environment are at risk.  Cynical talking heads mock the emotional appeal of a Barack Obama, but we need precisely that emotion if we hope to care about something larger than our stupid little jobs and big egos.  We have negated the outside world for too long.  The result isn’t mere determination.  It is isolation and imprisonment.  Now is high time that we embrace our larger selves, and begin to identify who we are with the physical and spiritual world that we inhabit.  

I want to leave you with an image that’s been horrifying me ever since I heard a chorus of talking heads mock Barack for the cult-like nature of his appeal.  I imagine living in a world that’s just like ours except that organized religion is not well known.  And then I imagine the political commentators in that world walking into a service of progressive people who are among the few living followers of Abraham’s God.  There, in my imaginary reverie, the commentators observe some people praying to Allah on their hands and knees, others swaying back and forth praying to Adonai, and still others clasping their hands together praying through Jesus to His Father.  

I can then just envision these sober talking heads going back on TV and ridiculing all this so-called “spirituality.”   They can’t understand it, of course, because they hadn’t seen it before, so it must be stupid, they decide.  And because it is foreign to them and so much passion is involved, they assume it must be the antithesis of rational.  

The appeal of Barack Obama is anything but stupid and irrational.  Quite the contrary – the more educated people tend to be, the more they tend to support him.  They support him because he doesn’t speak down to his audience; he challenges us as individuals and as a society.  And they support him because he promises to gather our society together, find out where we can form a broad consensus to solve our problems, and lend his brilliant oratory to the task at hand.
Despite the slime that has been thrown in Barack’s direction these past few weeks, I truly believe he will be the next President of the United States.  By November, it should be evident that he is the catalyst.  He, more than anyone else, can help turn the corner on the complacency that has been the root cause of our culture’s apathy.  We have been shaped, we have been determined, by that complacency, which is reminiscent of ancient Rome in its latter stages.  What we need, instead, is to be lean and hungry – more like Cassius than Nero.  We already have a new leader who epitomizes those traits, physically as well as spiritually.  Now the job is left to us, we the people, to negate the negation, and replace apathy with a focused passion to confront, one by one, the profound problems that plague our planet.     
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