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Fate, Faith and Communal Responsibility

Gut Shabbos and Gut Yontiff.  Before I begin, I would like to extend a 
special welcome to all the nonmembers here who have chosen to spend 
this sacred day under our tent at Bet Am Shalom.  We thank you for joining 
us.

I was honored with an invitation to deliver this DʼVar Torah on May 22nd.  If 
youʼll remember, May 21st  was the date many Christians believed would 
be the Rapture, the end of the world for nonbelievers.  So the day of my 
invitation presumably would have been my first day in the eternal fires of 
hell.  Well, the morning of the 22nd dawned brightly, providing fodder for 
pithy status updates on FaceBook.  

But I would challenge you to confess the following:  Even if we doubted that 
the End of Days was imminent, didnʼt we all pause just for a moment and 
reflect on the prospect of mass annihilation?  Could we have any control 
over such a fate?  Does there exist some glint of possibility that those who 
had faith really would be spared?

Today, Yom Kippur, is a time when we not only fast and repent, but we 
meditate on the meaning of life and death, given that our tradition holds 
that God's judgment will be sealed in the next 24 hours, the metaphorical 
Book of Life.  While facing the ark and our sacred Torah, we recite together 
the familiar UnʼTaneh Tokef, which reads in part as follows: 

How many pass on, how many shall thrive,
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who shall live on, and who shall die
whose death is timely, and whose is not,
who dies by fire, and who shall be drowned..

The passage continues on and enumerates adversities that may befall 
those of us judged as perhaps deserving of such a fate as hunger, thirst, 
earthquake, plague, poverty.

Subsequently we learn how to ameliorate, or even rescind, such bleak 
prospects:  Teshuvah u-tefillah u-tzdakah maʼaveereen et ro-ah 
haʼgʼzayrah.  And although many rabbis and scholars might debate our 
traditional translation, we know it as, “repentance, prayer and charity 
remove the evil of the decree.”

So enter the age-old philosophical and theological dilemma:  Fate vs. faith.  
If we take these prayers literally, we may believe that proper behavior, 
generosity both spiritually and financially, and repentance will shield us 
from calamity.  

Just this past year, the people of Japan experienced one of the misfortunes 
specified in u-nʼtaneh tokef, drowning, during the devastating tsunami.   
Why the citizens of Japan?  Were they innocent victims of nature or 
recipients of Godʼs wrath for some unperceived wrong?  Could they have 
avoided this tragedy by having faith in God?  Were they somehow 
responsible for their fate?  

Scientists would point to fault lines and shifting tectonic plates.  But 
according to CNN, the governor of Tokyo actually apologized saying the 
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tsunami and subsequent deaths of thousands were divine retribution for 
national egoism.

Fate vs. faith.  Fate, having no control over your destiny, usually implies a 
negative adverse outcome.   One could deliver an entire drash on defining 
“faith,” but for the sake of what weʼre doing today, letʼs try to encapsulate 
“faith” with a few generally accepted ideas.  

Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines “faith” as a firm belief in something for 
which there is no proof.  As pertains to religion, we would better 
characterize “faith” as a belief in a transcendent reality, namely God.  Often 
we equate “faith” with the idea of trust and belief in the goodness or 
reliability of others.  Faith.  Always intangible.  Always implying something 
which makes our lives richer and more meaningful, no matter how you 
define it.   

Does faith, this belief in God and/or goodness have an impact on fate? 
What about following Godʼs laws, as given to Moses at Mt. Sinai?  Will 
repenting today make for a better tomorrow?  Or do we succumb to the 
“meaninglessness of life in the face of deathʼs inevitability,” like a character 
in an existential novel?

Breathe easy, as weʼll leave debates of such profundity to the Philosophy 
Cafe. However, I do think a little history, a little Torah and a little study can 
provide some framework within which to probe these ideas in the context of 
how we pray today:  communally.  Communal responsibility.  Kol Yisrael 
arevim zeh lazeh.  All Israel is responsible for one another.  
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This doctrine of shared responsibility is not exclusive to Judaism, but it is 
central to our existence.  From where does this concept originate in 
Judaism, and how can we apply this to what we are doing here under this 
tent today?  How can this concept make a difference in how we perceive 
fate vs. faith?

Now, an interlude to make sure everyone is still awake.  Iʼd like to share a 
little vignette to illustrate the concepts of fate, faith and surety for each 
other:  Abe and Murray are walking down the street when it starts to rain.  
In no time at all, itʼs raining quite heavily.  Luckily, Abe is carrying an 
umbrella.  
" “Nu,” says Murray, “So when are you going to open the umbrella and 
get us both out of this rain?”
" “It wonʼt do us any good,” says Abe.  Itʼs full of holes.”
" “So why then did you bring it?” replies Murray.
" “Because,” Abe says with a shrug, “I didnʼt think it would rain.”

Returning to a more erudite contemplation of the subject at hand:  First, the 
concept of surety.  At some point in the Mischnaic period, between the first 
and third centuries CE, the rabbis recognized the principle of collective 
responsibility in Leviticus.  Ah, you say, makes sense.  Leviticus:  Those 
extensive recitations of decrees, burnt-offerings, guilt-offerings, clean, 
unclean, and the eternal ban against crabcakes and lobster rolls in 
Montauk. 

Well, actually, no, thatʼs not exactly where we find the prooftext. Rather, the 
sages located it in B-chukotai, in that lengthy string of curses known as the 
Tochecha or Reproach, traditionally chanted from the Torah in a very low 
voice.  These curses are numerous, an outline of doom for those who reject 
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Godʼs way.  In this passage, we are told that the Land of Israel shall be 
made desolate and its cities ruined.  The people shall be scattered among 
the nations into the land of their foes.  Many shall die by the sword. The 
survivors will live in fear and flee as though being pursued, even when that 
is not the case.  Finally, we read, “They shall stumble over one another as 
before the sword.”   

Those six words, “they shall stumble over one another,” form one of the 
fundamental principles by which we have lived throughout our history.  The 
implication here is that even though the Jews are scattered, if they can 
stumble over one another, then they are still in concept a nation.  

The sages saw in these six words a residue of hope. We can still survive 
as a people, scattered as we are, if we all commit to following Godʼs laws.  
By keeping the covenant of faith and assuming responsibility not just for 
ourselves, but for one another, we have now also established the covenant 
of fate.  Here the rabbis themselves pull together faith, fate and communal 
responsibility.    

It helps to keep in mind the time period during which the sages discussed 
this text.  The ancient rabbis blamed the destruction of the Second Temple 
not on the Romans, but on the Jews themselves as a result of the their 
schism and animosity towards their own opposing factions.  They believed 
the Jewsʼ infighting ultimately undermined Israel, thus affording the 
Romans the prime opportunity to overrun the Israelites and decimate the 
Temple.

It is no wonder, then, that during the Mischnaic period, falling on the heels 
of such disaster, the rabbis would look to the text to find guidance for the 
future, how to survive as a nation during the Diaspora.  This was a new 
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concept for our people and needed to be explicitly stated.  Then Judaism 
could be practiced anywhere with a synagogue as a physical base and 
covenantal responsibility guiding Judaic practice. 

Our texts are replete with commentary on our relationship with the 
community:

In Pirkei Avot:  Do not separate yourself from the community.  

In the Babylonian Talmud:  When the community is in trouble, a person 
should not say, "I will go into my house and eat and drink and be at peace 
with myself."

In the midrashic work, Vayikra Raba:  Some people were sitting in a ship 
when one of them took a drill and began to bore a hole under his seat. The 
other passengers protested "What are you doing?"

He said to them, "What has it got to do with you? Am I not boring the hole 
under my own seat?"

They answered him, "But the water will come in and drown us all".

So now, based on this principle weʼve been discussing, we take the rules 
that were given to us at Sinai in preparation for entry into the Holy Land, 
rules that pertain to how we conduct ourselves - whether in our homes, in 
business, warfare, judicially --  and we apply those rules to wherever we 
might be -  in our case, in White Plains, NY - so that we may continue to 
behave as a holy nation.  

Today our confessional prayers are both private and communal.  We stand 
here together before God to confess as a people because if any one of us 
could have helped any other, but failed to guide him, we are liable as well.  
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We should add in the importance of the collective in prayer from a more 
spiritual standpoint, that radiant energy we create when we daven together.  
For me, saying the Shema in shul is a different, more sublime, experience 
than when Iʼm alone.  I can feel the unity expressed in the prayer through 
the symphony of voices around me.

So now we individually and collectively fast, confess, pray, follow Godʼs 
laws...  all is well?  Not quite so.  Weʼre back to fate - drought, famine, 
Hurricane Irene  - those things over which we have no control.   Or do we?  

Letʼs go back to faith for a moment, that belief in the intangible good, 
whether through God, mankind or both.  And here is where I believe we do 
have some dominion not just over fate, but over our responses to fate, 
particularly in our prayers today for forgiveness.  Iʼm talking about infusing 
our communal prayer with intention, moral action and inward 
transformation. 

On this subject, I certainly cannot compete with Isaiah in todayʼs haftarah, 
in which he criticizes religious hypocrisy, that is, the rote performance of 
ritual practices without incorporating ethical practices.  Isaiah warns us that 
God does not want us abstaining from food and drink today simply for its 
own sake or because it is required or expected of us.  

Isaiah tell us this fast must be accompanied by sincere reflection, 
repentance, inner renewal, and the commitment to perform positive mitzvot:  
feeding the hungry and clothing the naked.

For in the same way we share the burden of each otherʼs transgressions, 
so too can we share and rejoice in each otherʼs righteousness and morality.   
And just as one of us stumbling causes the rest of us to fall, one of us 
helping another leads to our communal well-being.  Simple concept; not 
always practiced to the full extent of our capabilities.  
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So letʼs just steer this discussion into one more direction:  living as Jews.  
Iʼm not talking about judging anyoneʼs ritual practice, whether you choose 
to be here two times a year, 52 times a year, or how you keep your home or 
raise your children.  But I will say this:  We could probably all do a little bit 
more to incorporate Jewish principles and ritual into the rhythm and trope of 
our daily lives.  We as individuals must each pour our energy into creating 
a morally just and honest community, and have faith in each other to do the 
same.  We must live the premise that caring for others is sacred work.

Clearly, living in a communally-minded way is in stark contrast to our 
cultural model, which prioritizes individuality over all else:  the pursuit of 
individual happiness and gratification - instant gratification, no less - 
through consumerism.  Even spirituality in American culture emphasizes 
the religion of self-help.   Countless self-proclaimed gurus promote their 
methods of self-improvement leading to an individualʼs greater self-
happiness.  

What Isaiah asks us to do is find strength in community and guidance from 
our religion, based on thousands of years of experience, drawing on 
wisdom from some of the greatest minds, on how we can and should strive 
to make the world a better place.  As we read each Shabbat during Musaf 
the famous words of Hillel, “If I am only for myself, what am I?”

In her book Surprised by God, Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg writes, “Those who 
practice their spirituality without community are much less likely to demand 
change in the status quo, or feel that they have the power to do so,”  end 
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quote.  But together, communally,  we can pray for and accomplish positive 
social change, effecting a divine elevation of all our fates.  

Yes, some things in life are out of our control.  Earthquakes will rock our 
planet, madmen will lead nations to war,  a budget may be cut and a job 
lost, and a teenage boyʼs camp trunk will always smell horrible.  So maybe 
faith cannot always determine fate, but I will guarantee you that resignation 
will invite doom.  The cohesion of our people through communal 
responsibility and Judaic practice may not keep misfortune from our door, 
but I will also guarantee you that infusing our lives with that faith and divine 
spirit will make us better equipped to handle whatever fate throws our way.  

So please allow me to conclude with a poem by Saul Tchernichowsky 
called Sachaki, first a verse in Hebrew and then the English:

(Insert first verse of Hebrew)
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Laugh, yes, laugh, at all my dreaming - 
This do I the dreamer say.
Laugh at my belief in people
For I still have faith in you.

For my soul yet longs for freedom - 
I will not sell it for a calf of gold
For I still believe in people
And in their spirit a powerful soul.

I will hold fast my trust in the future
Though that day be far away
For its arrival is most certain
Bringing peace and blessing to every land.

Gut Shabbos and Gut Yontif.
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