Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Working Together

By Dr. Erica Brown

“…Torah can be observed communally – by the people as a whole, each individual deriving benefit from the observance of one’s neighbor and each individual’s performance complementing that of the other.”
Rabbi Haim ben Attar
Jewish life is so complex that it is easy for people to get in their respective Jewish niches, stay there, and silo themselves. For some, Judaism is about religious observance. For others, it is about culture. For some, it is about ethnicity and social networking. For others, it is about Jewish communal service as professionals, volunteers or board members. And yet, few of us are truly able to see the breath and depth of Jewish life well beyond our boundaries. I speak regularly with religiously observant Jews who cannot imagine a Jewish life without mitzvah observance. I speak regularly with people who are deeply immersed in Jewish communal life for whom religion is a total enigma. Unfortunately, neither camp has much sympathy or activity with the other.
Our quote above is a fabulous statement of Jewish relatedness and communal depth. It is part of a larger passage that acknowledges that al 613 commandments cannot be observed by every Jewish individual. There are some commandments that only those who live in Israel can observe. There are some that are relegated to priests. There are others that are conditional or situational. I must remove the mother bird from her nest before appropriating her eggs, but that commandment only applies if I intend to get those eggs.
Rabbi Haim ben Attar (1696-1743), author of our quote, was a Talmudist, kabbalist and commentator on the Bible; his commentary is called the Or Ha-Haim, the Light of Life, and represents a play on the author’s first name. He was born in Morocco and then moved to Jerusalem. Rabbi Haim Joseph David Azulai, Attar’s disciple described him as a person whose, “…heart pulsated with Talmud; he uprooted mountains like a restless torrent; his holiness was that of an angel of the Lord...having severed all connection with the affairs of this world."
Oddly enough, a person whose study took him away from worldly occupations also offered us a very astute observation about the world in his commentary on the Book of Exodus 39:32, the source of the quote above. Since no one person can observe all the commandments together, the complete observance of the Torah requires all Jews as a whole to value the input of each other into Jewish life. 

This seems so obvious, but in real life, nothing could be more of a challenge to Jewish life today. So, I ask you, to imagine the unimaginable and see what it would feel like.

Imagine a community without Jewish homes for the elderly or disabled Jewish adults. Imagine a community without any Jewish day schools or supplementary schools. Imagine a community where no one studied ancient Jewish texts. Imagine a community where there was only one type of synagogue. Imagine a community without a Jewish theater. Imagine a community where no one observed Shabbat or kept kosher. Imagine a Jewish community where there were no Jewish authors or literary personalities. Imagine a community where there was no Jewish newspaper or communal web of charity.
Don’t imagine that we can be a community by just staying within our limited view of what our own Jewish interests are. One of the only ways that we will find unity amid diversity is to expose ourselves to experiences of Judaism that are unlike those we have ever had, that give value to expressions of Judaism that are unlike those of our own.  
If we are more than a tolerant community but a respectful one, we will be able to understand, both cognitively and emotionally, the importance of a Jewish community in its totality. Rather than disparage those whose Jewish commitment is different than our own, we should see in others a way to broaden our own community’s horizons.
Shabbat Shalom

