“Fall and Rise, Fall and Rise” — Reflections on Faith
R. Yonatan Cohen, Shabbat Shuvah 5773, Congregation Beth Israel

1. Chaim Nachman Bialeck, Seesaw

Seesaw seesaw

Go down, go up

What is up above, what is down below
Only me, me and you

Seesaw seesaw

Go down, go up

The two of us are balance on the scale
Between heaven and earth
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2. Mishnah Chagigah, 3:1

Forbidden relations are not expounded before three, nor the acts of creation
before two, nor the Divine Chariot [i.e., the visions of Yehezkal and Yeshayah]
before a single person, unless he is a sage who understands from his own
knowledge. Whoever looks at four things, it would have been better for him if he
had never come into the world: what is above, what is below, what was before,
and what will be after. And whoever takes no account of the honor of his Maker,
it would have been better for him if he had never come into the world.
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3. Kalonymus Kalman Shapira (1889-1943), Aish Kodesh, Shabbat Chukat, p.
197

Itis indeed incredible that the world exists after so many screams. We are told
that, regarding the Ten Martyrs, the angels cried, “Is this the Torah, and this its
reward?” Whereupon a voice answered from heaven, “If | hear another sound |
will turn the world back to [primordial] water.” But now innocent children, pure
angels, as well as adults, the saintly of Israel, are killed and slaughtered just
because they are Jews, who are greater than angels. They fill the entire space of
the universe with these cries and the world does not turn back to water, but
remains in place as if, God forbid, He remained untouched?!
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4. R. Shimon Gershon Rosenberg (Shaga”r) (1949-2007), On That Day (baYom
haHu), “I Recall the Love of Your Youth: In memory of Yeshayhu Holtz and
Shmuel Urlan 2”1”, pp. 107-109

| feel the need to say one more thing: And | have said this at a veterans’ meeting
on Sukkot a few years after the war [Yom Kippur War]. In some ways my feeling
about surviving [the war] is different from that of many who experienced the
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war as | did. After the war, people turned to me and told me | had to celebrate
with a Thanksgiving feast. | said then that | could not, not because | am, God
forbid, an ingrate in regards to goodness, but rather "How shall we sing the
Lord's song" (Psalm 137:4)? | cannot. | should hold a meal of thanksgiving, and
what of my friends who did not so merit!? That same holiday of Sukkot | also
said, and this relates to today as well, that the sukkah, which symbolizes our
faith in God, does not to protect us in this world. The sukkah is an expression of
the reality found in the shade, certainly it is Tzila Dehimnota (the shadow of
faith), but still a shadow: we find ourselves in the shade of the sukkah and not in
its light. The Talmud understands the verse in Isaiah which likens the sukkah to a
protective shield—“And a sukkah will serve as a pavilion for shade from heat by
day and as a shelter for protection against drenching rain” (Isaish 4:6)—as
describing the days of the messiah and not this world, and therefore the Sages
instructed that in this world we can make do with a sukkah built on two sides
and merely a handbreadth for the third wall. The sukkah that is a shelter and a
place for hiding is not the sukkah of this world but rather it is the sukkah of the
world to come.

Man thinks that the sukkah, meaning faith and trust in God, protects him on the
physical plane. But it is clear to the eye - the sukkah does not protect us given
the reality of our lives, reality as it is seen by the eye. The Providence, in which
we all believe in, is cast as a shadow and not as a light in our world. Therefore, in
this respect, the attitude to war is not only of pain, but also one of concealment
of God’s presence, of questions, of the shadow — the shadow of faith (7zila
Dehimnota).

| confess, | suppose some people rank higher than me, and they do not
encounter shadows and questions. But for me, faith does not only not stem from
repression and removal of questions, but to the contrary [as the verse teaches]
"I longed for His shade, and there | settled” (Song of Songs, 2:3), and as the
Midrash teaches on that verse: "Like an apple among the trees of the forest"
(Song of Songs, ibid.) — “R. Huna and R. Aha taught in the name of R. Yossi ben
Zimra, ‘Just as in the case of this apple tree, whom all flee during a heat wave,
for it provides no shade, so too the nations of the world fled from sitting
beneath the shadow of the Holy and Blessed One on the day of the giving of the
Torah. Did Israel do so as well? The verse therefore explicitly states, "l longed for
His shade, and there | settled,” meaning | longed for Him, | and not the nations."

Just as the apple tree offers no shade, so too is the Holy and Blessed One —
sometimes there is a reverse ratio in this world: Faith is found precisely in the
difficult questions, those that Rebbe Nachman teaches have no answer. Indeed,
"True sacrifice to God is a contrite spirit; God, You will not despise a contrite and
crushed heart” (Psalm 51:19) — God is specifically found in the broken-hearted,
and not only that, but the sense of brokenness is in itself a form of divine
presence, higher and superior to all other form of presence. This is actually the
lesson.
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5. Ayelet Shani, Peace Begins with Religious Leaders, A Conversation with R.

Menachem Froman, 07/07/2012

http://www.haaretz.com/weekend/magazine/the-west-bank-s-rabbi-

menachem-froman-has-the-solution-to-the-conflict.premium-1.452325

Do you know the poem by Rachel [Bluwstein], “Mineged” [“Across From”; see
Deuteronomy 32:49-52]? It is engraved on her headstone:

Has he come? Shall he come?
Every expectation
Contains sadness of Nevo.

One across from the other —

the two banks of one river.

Rock of fate:
Apart forever.

Palms spread. Seen from across.
Unto there - you shall not go.
Everyone and his Nevo

Crossing a wide land.

What does she write here? Something fantastic. We are here in Tekoa, opposite
Mount Nevo. And Moses and Aaron are also at Nevo. They were not privileged
to cross over. Is there a God or is there not a God? That is a question | have been
asking all my life, tearing off one petal and then another: There is, there isn't.
There is, there isn’t.

You’re not sure?

Sometimes | am sure [there is]; sometimes | am sure there isn’t. My whole family
was murdered in Poland. The whole family.
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What do you hear in that poem?

It is about Moses. All his life he leads the people to the land and does not enter. |
am in exactly the same situation...

Your visit here coincides with the weekly Torah portion about the sin of Moses,
because of which he did not enter the Land of Israel; my bar-mitzvah Torah
portion is Ve’etchanan - literally, “And | pleaded.” Moses pleads to be allowed to
enter the land. For our ancient sages this is a model of prayer. Think what that
means ... This prayer that was not answered. Life as pleading. Not life as
achievements and doing things. Life as supplication...

Why is an unanswered prayer held up as an archetype of prayer? Perhaps
because prayer that is not answered is a very great thing.

[...]

You have been living with the brutal knowledge [the rabbi has a terminal illness]
for more than two years that your days are numbered.

Believe me, they did not give me even two years. They did not give me

anything. They said it is a miracle.

Do you also think it is a miracle?

As it is written, “Hanging by a miracle and a rock.” To live by supplication...

What are you holding onto at this time?

Hadassah: The answer is that he is not holding on. He is not overcoming, he is
not building. He is suspending himself between heaven and earth. Suspending
himself from God. Not hopes of one kind or another. He never says, “Things will
be good,” but is willing to be in this state of suspension. Simply to be suspended
like this, above the abyss.
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The rabbi: | always talked like that. And now God has let me live like this. This is
the point of Bratslav, of Rabbi Nachman. It is so basic for him, this picture of
Moses standing on the hill above the battle with Amalek, raising his hands and
being victorious. Rashi and Onkelos interpret this as referring to prayer. “And his
hands remained steady [emunah — faithfully].”

What is your interpretation?

Like Bratslav. Faith. You raise your hands. Faith also includes raising your hands.

Are you afraid?

Yes.

6. Rav Abraham Isaac Kook (1865—-1935), Shemonah Kevatzim 5:116-117, Orot
Hakodesh, vol. 1, pp. 205-206 [written 1915-16]

Certainties ascend step by step. No one level of certainty is like another, as
regards quantity or quality. They differ from one another, idea from idea, belief
from belief, by the degree of certainty which animates them. The Absolute
Certainty dwells in the eternal height, in the hidden glory (Habakuk 3:4) which is
to come, the world to come, I will be whatever | will be (Shemot 3:14) His Name
is certainty and thus His glory (Mahzor for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur,
composed by Yannai, 6™ cent.), a simple certainty. Many streams separate
outwards from it, all entwined, until they reach the River of Ulai [Maybe], all this
and maybe? (BT Hagigah 4b), the stream of Maybe...

In every world, in every person, the degree of certainty ascends with one’s own
ascent, and the stream of Ulai joins with the river emerging from Eden (Bereishit
2:10), from the fount and foundation of certainties. And all together they draw
their lives from the source of all certainties and the source of all doubts, from
the well of certainty from which all doubts draw, to vivify, raise, freshen and
adorn them with the beauty of eternal life. ...Doubts and uncertainties reveal
themselves in their higher form at their noble, evanescent, heavenly roots, in
their positive, fresh and healthy form, as a form which gives life to all
dimensions....

When one level seeks to glorify itself in a certainty that oversteps the limits of its
own certainty, or desires to draw a certainty fuller and broader than its own
writ, than that to which it is internally connected and which it can absorb in
itself, then it loses its balance, stumbles and falls, dives into darkness, weaves
and strays like a drunk, breaks and explodes. Until from within the darkness light
will emerge, and be renewed in a new formation, and its measure of doubt will
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rise to the fount of certainty, and those who dwell in dust will awake and sing,
for your dew is the dew of light.(lsa. 26:19)
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7. Rav Kook, Orot Haemuna (Jerusalem, Mosad Harav Kook, 1985), p. 25.

There is heresy which is like faith, and faith which is like heresy.

How so? A person may believe that the Torah is from heaven, but his
understanding of heaven may be so skewed that it allows for not a shred of true
faith. And heresy that is like faith? A person may deny that Torah is from heaven,
but his denial may be based purely on his having received such a view of heaven
as is held by those who are full of meaningless and confused thoughts. He
concludes that the Torah must have come from some higher source, and begins
to find another basis-in the greatness of the human spirit, from the depths of
man’s morality or the heights of his wisdom. Even though he has still not arrived
at truth’s center, nonetheless this ‘heresy’ is to be seen as faith, and it
approaches the faith of the true believer. And in a generation as revolutionary as
this one, it is even to be understood as a high level. And the question of the
Torah’s origin is merely one example of that which is true for all the greater and
finer points of faith —in the relation between their expressed form and their
inner essence, the latter being the desired core of faith.
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8. Rav Kook, Orot Hakodesh, vol. Il, p. 224

There is a holiness that builds and there is a holiness that destroys. The benefits
of the holiness that builds are visible, while the benefits o the one that destroys
are hidden, because it destroys in order to build what is nobler than what has
been built already.

One who understands the secret of the holiness that destroys can mend many
souls, and his capacity for mending is in accordance with his understanding.
From the holiness that destroys there emerge the great warriors who bring
blessing to the world. They exemplify the virtue of Moses, the man of the mighty
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arm, who broke the tablets.

9. Reb Nachman of Bratslav (1772-1810), Likutey Moharan, 6:3

One should always hold on to the attribute of teshuvah (repentance)...for a
person must do teshuvah for one’s initial teshuvah, meaning for the “l erred, |
transgressed, | sinned” which one has already said....

Even if a person knows within himself that he has made a complete teshuvah,
nevertheless he still need to make teshuvah for his initial teshuvah, for at first,
he made teshuvah according to his capability, but later on, certainly he does
teshuvah, certainly he grasps and attains more of the Holy One of Blessing.
Accordingly, his attainment now certainly surpasses his attainment then, as the
correlation between matter [and spirit]. Therefore, one must do teshuvah for his
initial understanding, for having turned God into form and matter.

This is an aspect of the world to come, a world wholly of Shabbat, meaning full
of teshuvah, as it is written, “And you shall return unto the Lord your God”
(Deuteronomy 30). For the whole essence and purpose of the world to come is
the attainment of His Godliness, as it is written, “For all will know Me, from the
very young to the very old” (Jeremiah 31). This means that at every moment
they will achieve a higher understanding, doing teshuvah for the previous one.
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10. Zelda Schneersohn Mishkovsky (1914-1984)

There are those who think that if a person is religious, then their faith, as it were,
sits in a box. They don't understand that every single day, the believer must
renew his faith.
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