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To many people religion is a terribly confining thing. To these people
to be religious is to be put in a strait jacket. They just cannot stand
it. It chokes them. When they conceive of religion they conceive of
people who have lost their vitality and sense of adventure, people who
are willing to settle for a very safe and dull routine. They look at
these people and say, "They might as well be in jail". 1In fact, I once
had a mother tell me, after her son had become religious, that she would
have preferred that her son had become a drug addict rather thanvﬁave
become religious. To her mind her son had cut himself off from life by

becoming religious and she even cursed me for it.

To these people it is hard to explain that the Jewish religion is not a
strait jacket, that by becoming religious you do not close but you open
all sorts of worlds of intellect and feeling which you did not even know
existed before. Perhaps one of the reasons for this constricted view of
the Jewish religion today is because many Jews only know Judaism through
translation. They take terms and concepts from other religions and
cultures and apply them to Judaism. For example, they conceive of Judaism
as a form of Puritanism. In Puritanism if you enjoy something you are
being irreligious while if you suffer you are being religious. According
to Puritanism it is impossible to enjoy anything and be religious. To
Judaism's eyes this concept is ridiculous. Whether something is enjoyable
or not is totally irrelevant. What determines if something is religious
or not is whether it is moral. Also, since our G-d is a G-d of goodness
almost always when you are doing a Mitzvah you should enjoy it. It is

a Commandment from the Torah to serve G-d with joy.

In fact, in the Torah portion, Ki Thavo, where we learn about the curses

that will befall the Jewish people if they do not follow G-d's Commandments,
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it specifically says that these curses will come upon you because you
did not serve G-d with joy and gladness. A dead religion, a religion
that has no inner joy and happiness cannot sustain itself. It must end
up either in perversion or hypocrisy. The Rabbis explain that when Moshe
came down from the mountain with the first set of the Ten Commandments
the letters flew off as he approached the people who were worshipping
the Golden Calf. After the letters, the spirit of Judaism, had left the
tablets, Moshe could no longer hold them. They were too heavy and he
was forced to drop them. To Judaism's eyes religion is not a dour, doom

and gloom thing. Almost every religious occasion in Judaism is called

a simcha. Simcha in Judaism means joy.

In this same Torah portion, Ki Thavo, we learn how the Jewish people were
to take up their first fruits to Jerusalem and to thank G-d for the
opportunity to live in Israel and practice their religion. There are
three words here that are used, V'ato Hinay Havaisee which the Rabbis
explain to mean that a-pecrsen--is to at~bh§s~pfésen%~timeviﬁmediételyg.@¢na
uring from—his—own with joy to thank—c—a. All of us have the capacity

to act. All of us have the capacity to be joyful, and all of us have

the capacity to make our mark in the world. Our religion helps us act,
helps us be joyful and helps us make our mark by allowing us to see the

many possibilities in this world.

We are not just animals. If we would be just animals then those people
who conceive of religion as a terribly confining experience would be
right, but we have a spiritual nature as well. Hard work and discipline
are needed to achieve our spiritual nature. How glorious is music, one
of the greatest spiritual powers available to man, but in order to
appreciate music we have to work at it. 1In order to paly an instrument

we have to practice for hours. If we want to just listen or dance to
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music we must still develop our ear. This practice and self-discipline
liberates us. It does not confine us because it opens a whole new world
to us. It helps us develop our potential. This is what Judaism does,
also. It opens before us worlds of the intellect and the mind that

people do not even know are there unless they study our tradition. The
great pleasure and joy that comes from hearing a new inspiring idea, from
seeing the world from a different perspective is many times exhilarating
beyond compare. The deepening and developing of human relations in family

and among friends, too, opens other worlds of understanding. They cannot

even be comprehended by people who only believe man is an animal.

Many words that we use today in English also reinforce a negative image
of Judaism. The word repentence/in English means to pen up. When cattle
break through a fence you must repent them. We all know the expression
pent-up emotions. In Judaism there is no word‘repentencej There is a
word Teshuva which means to reply: In Judaism this concept is entirely
different from repentence. You are not supposed to constrict your activities,
your worlds. You are supposed to expand them. In Judaism great people,
great Rabbis who never did anything wrong, who never stole or killed or
cheated have to do Teshuva, too. What do they have to do Teshuva for?
They do not have to repent for anything, but what they have to do is to
acknowledge that they have not lived up to their full potential. Teshuva

in Judaism means, "G-d, I know You gave me the opportunity to glimpse -

and to see and to achieve in many worlds. I have not fulfilled all my
potential. There is so much more I could have learned, so many more good
deeds I could have done, so many other people I could have touched, so
much more of Your Torah I could have learned". That's why these great
Rabbis need to do Teshuva. They have not replied to all the challenges

they could have. That, too, is one of the main meanings of the Shofar.
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The Shofar, usually the way it is used throughout the Torah, is a symbol
of strict justice. When Barak surrounnga city of cowards who refused to
send their troops to help fight against the Canaanite enemy he bléws 400
Shofars. Joshua blew the Shofar and the walls came tumbling down. However,
we are told that when we blow the Shofar on Rosh Hashonna G-d moves from
the seat of strict justice to the seat of mercy. How can this be since

we have learned every other place in the Tanach that the Shofar signifies
strict justice? How can it now have the capacity to change strict justice
to mercy? The Rabbis answer that it all depends upon who blows the
Shofar. If the Shofar is blown against you from someone outside of you
then it signifies strict justice, but if you blow the Shofar, if you
realize that you have not opened up all the worlds that are open to you,
if you realize you have not reached your full potential, if you realize
that you have not touched and helped and developed relationships with

all those you could have, then it truly is a symbol of mercy because it

allows us to renew ourselves.

Judaism is not a confining religion. It is a religion which believes in
growth and self-development. The Rabbis interpret the phrase that we
are all created in G-d's image, Teselem Elocheem, to mean that we are
created as a shadow of G-d, and that it is our job to flesh out this
shadow. The word Tsel in Hebrew means shadow. Anyone who becoﬁes a
drunkard or a drug addict or a compulsive gambler or a nymphomaniac or
even a perpetual procrastinator or one who has a fear of self-discipline
limits themselves. They cannot see or¥éven achieve the great worlds
of the spirit that are there for us to appreciate, enjoy and add to. None
of us is perfect. None of us has ever reached up to all our potential
but we all must strive to do so. Judaism does not seek the easy way. It

does not say go into a monastery, avoid the world. It says that approach
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is wrong. We must live in the world and we must grow in the world and
we must fulfill our potential in the world, but in order to achieve
spiritual greatness we need self-discipline. We want people to have joy
in life, to have a sense that they can make their mark in the world,

and that they can act. Life is wonderful. Our toast is always\L'Chaim,
to life. Judaism enhances life, all of life, the spiritual as well as

the physical. It does not constrict it. May G-d give us all such an

enhanced life in the coming year:




