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Sept 21, 2007
By Rabbi Leah Cohen

A Holy Hunger
Night time has come.  Not just any night, but the most holy evening of the year.  This mysterious mood of Kol Nidre, - part dread, part drowsiness, part anxiety, part awareness is the perfect time for a story, especially an such unusual one, as the Hasidic tale called A Holy Hunger.  

It once happened that Reb Avigdor Halberstam, the brother of the famous Reb Chaim of Zanz, and his students were invited to spend Shabbat at the home of a well known man.  Now this host was well known for his wealth, but not his compassion.  In fact, he was infamous for treating his servants harshly and firing them on the spot for the slightest mistake.

 
As was the custom in those days, the cook prepared a cholent for Shabbat lunch, a special stew made of sweet potatoes, carrots, prunes and meat simmering in their juices.  After the Shabbat blessings were said, the cook brought out the cholent.  In deference to their guest, the cook first passed the pot of stew to Reb Avigdor as the guest of honor, who was expected to ladle it out to the host, the family, then all the other guests at the table.

 

The rebbe breathed deeply of its aroma.  Instead of ladling the stew, however, he took a spoon and tasted some right from the pot.  "How unusual!" he said.  And as his host and students watched in amazement, he ate all the cholent in the pot, leaving nothing for the rest of them.

 
Rather than apologize, Reb Avigdor turned to the cook and said, "Fabulous!  Perhaps you have a bit more?"  The woman brought out the last of the stew from the kitchen, and the rabbi ate it all.

 
The students were shocked.  The host and his family were stunned.  Never had they had a guest behave this way, and certainly not one of Reb Avigdor's stature.  Yet, in deference to their guest, they said nothing and made do with some challah.

 
After Shabbat, the rabbi and his students thanked the family for their hospitality and left.  When they were outside the house, the students asked the rabbi about his bizarre behavior.  
He replied, "When our host passed me the pot of cholent, its aroma smelled of kerosene.  It was clear to me that the cook had mistakenly added this to our food rather than vinegar.  If I allowed our host to taste the stew he would have fired the girl on the spot.  
So I ate the whole thing to save her job.  They can think of me whatever they wish, but of this young girl they should imagine that her skills are so fine as to cause a rabbi to act like a chazzir, like a pig."


In our religion there are moral virtues that we are encouraged to cultivate.  One that always makes the top ten list is the quality of having a shem tov- meaning a good name.  A shem tov, an honorable reputation, is earned by someone who acts in reputable ways.

Then we discover this story.  Reb Avigdor destroys his shem tov by his beastly manners.  He makes a mockery of his host’s hospitality and shows no respect to his fellow diners.  He is insensitive to the hunger of those at his table and clearly an undisciplined glutton.  Rudeness, disrespect, insensitivity, gluttony, these sound like the kinds of things that we beat our breast over and confess during the High Holy Days.  But tonight let’s not be so hasty. Let’s not talk about the obvious offenses or the glaring omissions in our lives. We will be addressing those all day tomorrow.   

Rather, this evening I would like to explore another area of our lives that is in need of confession if we are to be completely thorough this year.  How many of us would have done what Reb Avigdor did?  How many of us would have risked our shem tov, our good reputation to help another? 
This Kol Nidre, let us consider what opportunities for tikkun can be found not in our worse traits, but ironically in our best ones. What brokenness lies behind our so called strengths, what sin in our virtues? Over these Days of Awe, we have spoken of different relationships that are in need of repair – including our relations with the community, with Israel, and with our children.  Tonight we will go to a more intimate level - tikkun atzmi, repair of our own souls.  
As we contemplate the nature of our traits and our actions, I would like to focus on three qualities that are most commonly described as positive traits, and like a shem tov, they certainly are.  This is not a sermon about how to become a despicable character.  I hope no one leaves here tonight believing that the rabbi would like us all to become lazy, mean, or spineless.  Rather, I would like to challenge us this evening to look beyond the surface of our own goodness and see what else lies beneath our virtues. This is what it means to take a thorough heshbon nefesh, an accounting of the soul.

Let us start with one of the most positive traits, something that we all seek and which we all hope to instill in our children, namely the trait of being successful. This quality includes a cluster of behaviors such as being hard working, focused and goal oriented.  All great attributes to have. 

However, when we are rewarded for a job well done, how often do we consider the cost of our productivity to those closest to us?  Or what flaws within ourselves our tremendous drive might be compensating for?  To make a full accounting, we must consider the price our high functioning extracts from ourselves and our families.  
Accompanying our success, is our pride in our accomplishments.  We are proud of our wealth, our strength, our intelligence, our good taste, yet why? So much of what we have is really not acquired on our own.   More often than not, we reap the benefits of good fortune and the help of others. 
We are as unconscious of the myriad of blessings undeservedly heaped upon as the young Bar Mitzvah student who in writing his speech comes to the end and is ready to write his thank yous.   Starting with his parents, he stares blankly at the screen.  “What should I write?” he asks.  “Well, what would you like to thank them for in helping you reach this day?” I respond.  

There is total silence as he struggles to come up with an answer. Finally a lightening bolt strikes, and he types out, “thank you for driving me to religious school.”  
We too, even as adults, often fail to see the bigger picture of how we have gotten to where we are, noticing only the most recent, or most obvious thing. Certainly, a little gratitude, humility and balance mixed with our success would give us a more complete perspective of our lives. 

Right up there with being successful, another positive trait we encourage is being likeable.  We reward this quality all the time with positive re-enforcements. “He is always willing to help out.”  “She never says no.”  “Everyone on the committee gets along so well.”   We are commended for keeping the peace and creating a harmonious environment.  We are rewarded for pleasing others, and being sympathetic to their needs.  
We all like to be liked, however, what starts as a positive trait can become a bottomless pit of people pleasing. The quintessential example of people pleasing in the Torah is the story of Aaron, Moses’ brother.  He is called a rodef shalom, one who pursues peace, but there is a double entendre to this expression and it is not always positive.  
Remember it was Aaron who was left in charge of the Israelites when Moses went up to receive the commandments.  When Moses was gone forty days, the people grew anxious and Aaron agreed to build a golden calf to appease their fears and complaints.  Sure, he got some peace for his efforts, but only for a short while and the cost was very high. 
There are times when saying no is the best thing, when rocking the boat is necessary, when what was tolerated before in the name of not hurting anyone’s feelings, must come to an end.  Trying to please everyone is impossible and leads to the inability to care for oneself. Let this new year be a time when we stop well before we reach that point in our lives.
Finally we come to another trait which is also lauded as a positive virtue.  It is often called having principles.  Included in this cluster of behavior we find strong believes, intense honesty and even hyper rational thinking. This usually means someone who is consistent, and can be counted on for a clear and firm opinion.  
Principles are wonderful things, but so is flexibility and adaptability.  Most situations in life are complex and rarely is overly simplified, black and white thinking, helpful, especially when couched from the lofty position of standing on principle.  Even God, who judges us in truth, blends that judgment with compassion.   
Are we then to abandon our drive for success, our desire to be liked or our cherished principles?  Is that what Judaism teaches us?  I think an honest answer would be yes and no.

No, we are not to discard these worthwhile traits; they guide us in being menches.  But, yes there are times when even our good traits can ensnare us, and we must rise above these traps.  We can become martyrs to pleasing others, slaves to success and idol worshipers to our principles.  Our good traits can mask the very areas where we most need to do tikkun.  

If we are to embrace the full potential of these Days of Awe, let us have the courage of Reb Avigdor to risk our own shem tov, for a greater good.  What lesson might we learn if we took such a risk?  For this simple tale can be read as a metaphor for the complicated workings of our inner lives, each character represents a particular aspect of our selves.  
In this story we are not only the powerful Rebbe, sure of our position in the world, we are each of us also the quivering cook, living in fear of being discovered and rejected.  Ironically, that part of ourselves, the vulnerable cook, is redeemed and elevated to unimaginable heights at precisely the moment that the Rebbe, our confident persona, is willing to make a pig of himself, and spurn his excellent reputation.   

May 5768 be the year when we too seize the opportunity for redemption and repair of our souls, no matter how strangely these moments are presented or how ironically they are realized.

Ken yehi ratzon
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