Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Change Our Ways

by Dr. Erica Brown

“When you lift up your hands I will turn my eyes away from you. Though you pray at length, I will not listen. You r hands are stained with crime…”

Isaiah 1:15
Today is Tisha B’Av, the ninth day of the Hebrew month of Av, a day of solemn self-reckoning and reflection that marks the destruction of the two ancient Temples in Jerusalem and other tragedies of Jewish history. It is the day upon which we read Jeremiah’s requiem over Jerusalem, Lamentations, and a collection of complex medieval poems that help put us in the mind-set of loss.
Yet we had our own modern tragedy last week. A New Jersey federal sting operation caught dozens of criminals, among them several rabbis and leaders of Jewish communities. It is hard to turn our eyes from the images of rabbis in handcuffs across television sets and newspapers. What should our response be? What’s a Jew to do?

On the one hand, we naturally want to distance ourselves from this behavior and say – this is not me. I don’t look like that. I don’t act like that. On the other hand, we understand the power of collective shame and the way that this tarnishes the image of the Jewish people, which has taken a serious blow this year between last year’s agri-processing scandal, the Madoff affair and now this. We have been in the papers for all the wrong reasons.
On the other hand, we run the risk of distancing ourselves so much that we fail to look in the mirror and ask ourselves what it means to be a truly good person. Someone else’s spectacular ethical failings can be a perverse comfort rather than a stimulant to self-improvement. This is not someone else. This is us. This is our people. We, all of us, need to embark on an internal campaign to think about our own morality and where and when it is comprised, even in the smallest of ways. Today’s small transgression can turn into tomorrow’s front page news. It happens to the best of us. Without vigilance and a firm set of principles, it’s all too easy to be carried down a path of shame.

Isaiah understood how easy it is to bifurcate the religious personality, to be stringent in some areas and neglectful in others. The quote above is a powerful condemnation of what happens when people pray but they act immorally. God will not listen, no matter how many hours you spend in synagogue, no matter how carefully you check the supervision of your food. Kosher is not about a symbol; for Isaiah, it’s about a lifestyle. God will not hear the prayer of those who separate religious obligation from human compassion. The religious world view must encompass both.

“Bringing oblations is futile, incense is offensive to Me. New moon and Sabbath...I cannot abide. Your new moons and fixed seasons fill me with loathing. They are become a burden to Me, I cannot endure them.”


The first chapter of Isaiah is filled with human hypocrisy. We observed holidays but to what end? God was not interested in our empty sacrifices and rituals that somehow became separated from the essence of Judaism: justice and piety. And Isaiah’s condemnation is not separate from the destruction in Jerusalem. For Isaiah, it was the formula to repair the moral fissures. “Zion will be saved in judgment…” Zion can only be saved when we act justly. And we as a collective entity have not done enough to ensure the high ethical standards that were once a hallmark of our people. It’s up to each of us. It’s time to return to a higher state of being. 
Shabbat Shalom

