1T
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

33

Can | Be Honest?
Rabbi Avi Strausberg — strausberg@hadar.org

I. Bring Your Questions

1. Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, Eish Kodesh, Hanukka, December 1941

Because worship depends on faith, a Jew's
faith must be wholehearted; for it is only
total, selfless faith that enables Israel to give
its life for God. If the faith is flawed, and only
half hearted, how can it empower anyone to
self-sacrifice? Total, selfless faith means
continuing to believe in Him even in times of
hester panim (concealment of God's face)
with faith that everything comes from Him,
that everything is beneficial and just, and
that all the agony and anguish is filled with
God'’s love for the Jewish people.

To our grief, we see that even amongst those
whose belief was always wholehearted,
there are now certain individuals whose
faith has been damaged. They question
God, asking, "Why have You forsaken us? If
we are being tortured in order to bring us
closer to Torah and worship," they argue,
"then why, on the contrary, is the Torah and
everything holy being destroyed?"

Now if a Jew utters these words in a form of
prayer or supplication, as an outpouring of
his heart before God, it is a good thing. But if,
God forbid, he really is questioning - even if
if not God directly but his internal faith, God
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forbid- then may God protect us!

Faith is the foundation of everything. If a
person is God forbid, damaged, then the
person is torn asunder and distanced from
God. Souls condemned to Gehenna emerge
purified and cleansed after having repented.
We hope to God that all those suffering these
tortures now will rise, cleansed, purified and
closer to Him. But the soul of someone
whose faith is damaged is like a soul
enduring Gehenna while continuing to add
offenses to its sins. After a time, upon
examining itself the soul sees the situation
and asks itself, "What have | achieved with
all this suffering, if l am just as sullied now as
| was before?"

In all honesty, what room is there, God
forbid, for doubts or questions? Admittedly,
Jews endure suffering of the sort with which
we are currently afflicted only every few
hundred years. Still, how can we expect or
hope to understand these, God's actions,
and then allow our faith to be damaged, God
forbid, upon finding that we cannot
understand them. If one blade of grass
created by God is beyond our
understanding, how much more
unfathomable is the soul; and if we do

not understand a soul, how much less do we
understand an angel, and how much

less even than this can we understand the
mind of God? How could we possibly

expect to grasp with our mind what God
knows and understands?
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Il. Prayers of Protest
2. Shmuel 1:10-12

In her wretchedness, she prayed to the
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LORD, weeping all the while. And she made
this vow: “O LORD of Hosts, if You will look
upon the suffering of Your maidservant and
will remember me and not forget Your
maidservant, and if You will grant Your
maidservant a male child, | will dedicate him
to the LORD for all the days of his life; and no
razor shall ever touch his head.” As she kept
on praying before the LORD, Eli watched her
mouth.

IMNIN NN DN MIRAY ‘N VARAI 1T 1T
JIRX TN NIWNTN 110120 1NNK Y2
M1752 N2 PN DWIN VT INHNI NHN
AYRITOY N9YTRD NTIm N

MY HY1 N 192 HYanny NN 3 M
AN

3. Bavli Berkahot 31b

Hannah said: “And she swore an oath and
said, Lord of Hosts [Tzeva’ot] if You will
indeed look upon the affliction of Your
maidservant and remember me, and not
forget Your maidservant and will give Your
maidservant a male child, | will give him to
the Lord all the days of his life, and there
shall be no razor come upon his head” (I
Samuel 1:11). Rabbi Elazar said: From the
day that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
created His world, there was no person
who called the Holy One, Blessed be He,
Lord of Hosts until Hannah came and
called Him Lord of Hosts. This is the first
time in the Bible that God is referred to by
this name.

Rabbi Elazar explains that Hannah said
before the Holy One, Blessed be He:
Master of the Universe, are You not the
Lord of the Hosts, and of all of the hosts
and hosts of creations that You created in
Your world, is it difficult in Your eyes to
grant me one son?

The Gemara suggests a parable: To what is
this similar? It is similar to a flesh and
blood king who made a feast for his
servants. A poor person came and stood at
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the door. He said to them: Give me one
slice of bread! And they paid him no
attention. He pushed and entered before
the king. He said to him: My lord, the King,
from this entire feast that you have
prepared, is it so difficult in your eyes to
give me a single slice of bread?

As for the double language in the verse, “if
you will look upon [im ra’o tireh],” Rabbi
Elazar said: Hannah said before the Holy
One, Blessed be He: Master of the
Universe, if You will look upon [ra’o] me
now, fine, and if not, in any case You will
see [tireh].

What was Hannah threatening? She said: |
will go and seclude myself with another
man before Elkana, my husband. Since |
secluded myself, they will force me to
drink the sota water to determine whether
or not | have committed adultery. | will be
found innocent, and since You will not
make Your Torah false [pelaster], | will bear
children. With regards to a woman who is
falsely suspected of adultery and drank the
sota water, the Torah says: “And if the
woman was not defiled, but was pure, then
she shall be acquitted and she shall
conceive” (Numbers 5:28).
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4, Psalm 22

1 My God, my God, why have you forsaken
me?
Why are you so far from saving me,
so far from my cries of anguish?
2 My God, | cry out by day, but you do not
answer,
by night, but | find no rest.
3 Yet you are enthroned as the Holy One;
you are the one Israel praises.
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4 In you our ancestors put their trust;

they trusted and you delivered them.
5 To you they cried out and were saved in
you they trusted and were not put to shame.

19 You are my strength; come quickly to
help me.
20 Deliver me from the sword,
my precious life from the power of the
dogs.
21 Rescue me from the mouth of the lions;
save me from the horns of the wild oxen.
22 | will declare your name to my people;
in the assembly | will praise you.
23 You who fear the Lord, praise him!
All you descendants of Jacob, honor him!
Revere him, all you descendants of Israel!
24 For he has not despised or scorned
the suffering of the afflicted one;
he has not hidden his face from him
but has listened to his cry for help.
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5. Midrash Tehilim 22

"Why have you forsaken me?”: Why have
you changed on me the order of the world
and the order of the matriarch? For Sarah,
our mother, when she was held captive one
night by Pharoah, he was struck and all of
his house, as it’s said, “God afflicted Pharaoh
and his household with mighty plagues on
account of Sarai, the wife of Abram.” I, am
held by this wicked one all of these years,
and you don’t perform a miracle for me?”
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6. Admiel Kosman, Something Hurts Me

Something hurts me here, on the side, do You see, my Lord?
Something swelling sticks outs, juts

out of contemplation, like a broken

finger, my soul grows

a long horn of misery.
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Something hurts me here, on the side, do You see, my Lord?
Loneliness spawns an angle, a sharp protrusion, a spasm

like a long button-snake grows and emerges

from my back toward the streak of light, and curls on my chest
like a tail that must be cut off, hurry, my Lord,

now. Trim it off and throw it away.

Something hurts me here, on the side, do You see, my Lord?

Clothing cannot conceal it. My clumsy movements

only make it more ridiculous. Something hurts. In the streets

revelers dance and in the fields,

wondrous spring. Flowers. Women. Something hurts me here, on the side,
my Lord, aren’t you listening?
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