Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Choice and Chance

By Dr. Erica Brown
“The line of tension between choice and chance 
is the thread by which the miracle of existence hangs.”
Tamar Yellin

What is the tension between choice and chance? Ostensibly, choice represents a decision we make ourselves out of multiple options. Choice is a mechanism of control and good decision-making can make our choices feel fuller, richer and more satisfying. The writer George Eliot quipped that, “The strongest principle of growth lies in human choice.” Our choices – both good and bad – become a record of our uniqueness and represent a trajectory of life education as we look back and evaluate the choices we have made.

Chance, on the other hand, ostensibly involves no choice. It is random by nature – sometimes punishing and sometimes serendipitous. Chance means that one out of four people may fall prey to a terrible disease. Chance means that one person in a million will win a particular lottery. Choice has nothing to do with it. I may want to win the lottery and can increase my chances by buying more tickets, but it’s the arbitrary luck of the draw that wins the day.
So what is the relationship between choice and chance that creates tension if the two are nothing like each other? In a religious world view, we might say that nothing is by chance, or in the words of the late Rabbi Isadore Twersky, the Talner Rebbe, “There are no coincidences.” Choice is simply what we do with the opportunities that God puts before us, whether they appear to be by chance or not.

But there is also a human dimension to chance and choice that we often neglect. We tend to view chance as completely arbitrary but, in actual fact, greater chances are often given to individuals who are resilient, bounce back after failure, or keep plugging away at the same goals. We enhance our chances and, thereby, enhance our choices. The golfer Gary Player is attributed with the famous statement, “The harder I work, the luckier I get.” 
Perhaps this is the key to understanding the “miracle of existence” that Tamar Yellin references in her novel, The Geniza at the House of Shepher, the history of a family that revolves around the finding of an invaluable Jewish codex. The tension between choice and chance is a repeated theme that faces the protagonist of the story. “Chance” meetings with strangers, chance findings in attics, chance webs of connections that ring people together all influence the central character to grow and make some of her own important life decisions.
But the story is not over there. As a result of her hard work, Tamar Yellin also got lucky. Her book is this past year’s winner of the Sami Rohr Prize for Jewish Literature, a $100,000 award to a Jewish emerging writer. The prize was created by Mr. Rohr’s family on the occasion of his 80th birthday to celebrate his own love of Jewish writing. The prize will be administered annually by the Jewish Book Council to both fiction and non-fiction writers to encourage new talent and to expand the growing field of contemporary Jewish literature.
Today there is no shortage of great Jewish novelists who comb through traditional rituals, food, Yiddish literature, Jewish art and history to bring Judaism to life through literature. Many of these writers have taken ancient assumptions and dressed them in modern idioms. And many of these writers are also very young and can look forward to decades of sharing their insights with the Jewish reading public and far beyond. They bring new Jewish texts into the traditional canons of Jewish literature. And the harder they work, the luckier we get.
Shabbat Shalom
