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One of the most heartbreaking problems of our time is the problem of broken
families. Divorces are increasing among Jewish young couples by leaps and
hounds. And the hardest thing to understand is why these young couples are
getting divorced. They seem to be getting divorced for no reason. They
simply say they are bored. They feel that somehow they are missing something
in life and that if they would only free themselves from the shackles of
marriage they would feel wonderful. They want their freedom. They do not
realize that their freedom is going to be constrained by divorce not expanded.
Husbands will have to divide their incomes and women will have many added
responsibilities and much less income. Why, though, has the divorce rate

among Jews so markedly increased?

We all feel that we are missing something. We all know that we are incomplete.
Judaism teaches that G-d has given us the opportunity to perfect not only

the world but also ourselves. We know that we have to fulfill our potential
in order to be ourselves. This is not new. How we fulfill our potential

is what distinguishes Judaism from other philosophies and religions. Judaism
has always taught that it is through doing deeds of kindness that we fulfill
ourselves. Western culture, on the other hand, has had a different answer

to how a person becomes[pomplete. The Western religious tradition has

always said that the way a person becomes complete is by opening up his

heart and receiving love. We Jews have never accepted the doctrine that

by being passive recipients of anything we could be transformed. We have
always said that a person must act. He must do deeds of kindness. He must
assume responsibility for others in order to be transformed. Abraham, the
first Jew, even told G-d who especially appeared to him to wait a minute

when he spied out three strangers who needed help.

Unfortunately, we Jews in the modern era have bought a secularized version
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of this doctrine of passive recipivity. Many believe now that the only thing
that makes life worthwhile is receiving the love of a member of the opposite
sex and, to our great dismay, even sometimes the love of a member of the

same sex. You can become magically transformed by receiving something. This
attitude, I believe, is also the basis of the drug culture. You do not have
to act or do. All you have to do is sit back and receive. This is not a
Jewish view. This view that all you have to do is sit back and wait to
receive something over which you have no control leads to many aberrations
because it is not loving someone which is important but to be in love. Cfeople
now tell me that if they sleep with their wife when they do not love her
anymore they are commiting adultery, while if they sleep with someone else's
wife because they are in love with her they are doing a holy act. This is
absurd. In Judaism it is not love which sanctifies sex. It is the willingness
of both partners to assume responsibility for each other which sanctifies

SexX.

In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we learn about many of these concepts.

We learn that if a person is lonely or bored it is not a sign of alienation
but a sign that a person should start to assume responsibility for others.
Jacob, we learn in this Torah portion, is about to meet his brother, Esau.
The night before this confrontation Jacob is alone on the other side of the
river from his family, alienated. He is set upon by an unknown assailant.
They wrestle all night. :Purinq this fight Jacob's thigh is touched and he
becomes lame, hobbled. As dawn is about ready to break the unknown
assailant asks Jacob to let him go. Jacob, though, says that he will not
let him go until he'll bless him. The assailant blesses him by naming him
Israel which means "you will struggle with man and G-d and you will overcome"”.

In other words Jacob will feel whole, he will be able to solve his problems.

Our Rabbis. tell us this unknown assailant was in reality the guardian angel
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of Esau. Esau, the symbol of the dangers and perils of human relationships,
the symbol of passion, violence, and the complex love/hate relationship we
all have with each other. Jacob could not receive this angel's blessing
until he no longer could run, until he no longer would want to be away from
his family. The Rabbis say that Jacob was different from all the other
patriarchs. Abraham was known as Har, a mountain. He was a beacon, a

setter of goals. Isaac was known as Sadeh, a field. A field to be préductive
must be plowed, sowed, and reaped. Isaac worked at his religion. These

two patriarchs were great men but they had trouble with their families. They
were not wholly fulfilled. Jacob, on the other hand, was known as Bayit,

a home. His strength came from his home, his family. He was whole, he

could overcome everything but only if he was tied, if he was hobbled, tied

to family institutions.

The Rashbom, a great Bible commentator, says that Jacob really wanted to run
away when he crossed the river before his encounter with Esau. That's the
way he faced '‘all his problems in the past. When he first had trouble with
Esau he ran away. When he had trouble with Laban he ran away. Now, too,

he was about to run away when he realized that he could not, that only if

he faced Esau with his family would he prevail. A Jew has to be lame. He
has to be hobbled if he is to succeed. Too many people think they can solve
their problems alone. They cannot. We need to do deeds of loving kindness,
to give, to relate. That's how we become fulfilled not by sitting passively

and waiting for something mysterious to strike us.

[‘Fhanukah teaches us much the same thing. Our Rabbis tell us that if a
person has only enough money to buy either wine for Kiddush or candles for
Chanukah he should buy candles for Chanukah. Candles are different than

almost anything because from one candle you can light thousands of other
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candles and yet the flame from the first candle will be in no way diminished.
Drinking wine, on the other hand, will only satisfy you. The trouble with
being a passive receiver is that ultimately it turns into selfishness and

it is selfishness which causes people to be alienated, to feel all alone

and to be unhappy. Kiddush stands for individual achievement, for wealth,
for achieving pérsonal goals. Chanukah candles, on the other hand, stand

for dedication to a group, stand for doing deeds of kindness not just

receiving.

(’&n the Torah portion Vayishlach we learn a lot about passion. The story
of Dena is told, of how Shechem's passion for her drove him to rape and
ultimately to a city's destruction. We learn about Reuben's act with his
father's wife. We learn about Timna who, because she was rejected, became
the mother of Amalelf, our arch enemy. Passion is not what brings fulfillment,
but it is deeds of loving kindness. Passion without loving kindness is a
terrible trap. Passion which is accompanied by loving kindness is a blessing,
and loving kindness alone can prompt true love which includes passion and

brings happiness. The most important thing is loving kindness.

If we are all tied to family, by the desire to do deeds of loving kindness
then our families will be strong. If, however, all we desire is personal
achievement and passion then our divorces will continue to climb. We must
reney our Jewish insight that it is deeds of loving kindness within marriage
which bring the greatest fulfillment and happiness. May we all learn the
lesson of our name and realize that to be a member of Israel means to be

tied to a family.




