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    Dedication TK

  



  

  

  

  




  

    A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION FROM HEBREW

  




  

    This book transliterates Hebrew words according to the rules laid down in the Encyclopaedia Judaica. Those interested in learning more about a particular subject can usually find an entry in the encyclopedia under the same spelling. The only tricky feature of the transliteration system is the unfamiliar letter H. This represents the Hebrew letter het, the eighth letter of the Hebrew alphabet. It stands at the head of such words as Hanukkah and is pronounced gutturally like the final letter in the German name Bach.

  



  

  

  




  

    A NOTE ON THE JEWISH CALENDAR

  




  

    The Jewish calendar, unlike its more familiar counterpart, the Gregorian calendar, harmonizes the monthly waxing and waning of the moon with the annual revolution of the earth around the sun. Each month in the Jewish calendar begins with the appearance of the new moon and lasts for a full lunar cycle (29-30 days). Since twelve lunar months amount to only 354 days, whereas a solar year is 365 days, the Jewish calendar adds a “leap month” just prior to spring, seven times in nineteen years, so as to reconcile the lunar and the solar cycles. In leap years there are two months named Adar, known, rather unimaginatively, as Adar I and Adar II. The leap month ensures that the holiday of Passover, the festival of spring, remains fixed in its proper season, always falling between late March and late April.

  




  

    The names of the months in the Jewish calendar are as follows:

  





  




  

    

      

        	NAME OF MONTH



        	LENGTH



        	GREGORIAN EQUIVALENT

      




      

        	1 Nisan



        	30 days



        	March-April

      




      

        	2 Iyar



        	29 days



        	April-May

      




      

        	3 Sivan



        	30 days



        	May-June

      




      

        	4 Tammuz



        	29 days



        	June-July

      




      

        	5 Av



        	30 days



        	July-August

      




      

        	6 Elul



        	29 days



        	August-September

      




      

        	7 Tishri



        	30 days



        	September-October

      




      

        	8 Heshvan



        	29 or 30 days



        	October-November

      




      

        	9 Kislev



        	30 or 29 days



        	November-December

      




      

        	10 Tevet



        	29 days



        	December-January

      




      

        	11 Shevat



        	30 days



        	January-February

      




      

        	12a AdarI



        	30 days



        	February-March

      




      

        	12b Adar



        	29 days



        	February-March

      




      

        	a. Leap years only.

      




      

        	b. In leap years, this is month 13 and called Adar II.

      


    


  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

    New Jewish calendars are usually published in the fall to coincide with Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish new year. Nevertheless, the first month in the Jewish year, according to the Book of Exodus, is Nisan, because that is when the Exodus from Egypt took place. A helpful website where one can explore 9,999 years of the Jewish calendar, translate dates back and forth between Jewish and Gregorian years, and see when Jewish holidays fall in any year may be found at http://www.hebcal.com.

  



  

  




  

    PREFACE

  




  

    The great folksinger Pete Seeger was thumbing through his Bible one day, and the words of Ecclesiastes jumped out at him: “To every thing there is a season and a time to every purpose under heaven.” Seeger turned those words into a famous folksong (“Turn, Turn, Turn”) that became an anthem of the 1960s and a recurrent hit ever since.

  




  

    Long before then, however, the Jewish calendar promoted the very same idea: a time to every purpose. To understand what Judaism is, one must experience the laughter and the tears, the teachings and the memories, the hopes and the fears that characterize the Jewish holiday cycle. The Jewish holidays, from Passover to Purim, illustrate the central themes of Jewish life. To each there is a season.

  




  

    The thirteen letters to my daughter that form the heart of this book examine these central themes through the prism of the Jewish holiday cycle. Each letter begins with a particular holiday and takes the reader on a journey from the origins of that holiday to the great issues that it illuminates. Some letters consider new observances like 

     Holocaust Remembrance Day and Israel Independence Day. Others recall little-known days, like Tu be-Av, a holiday celebrating love and marriage. Together, they address major topics of concern to young Jews today, including intermarriage, identity, assimilation, antisemitism, freedom, Torah, Israel, social justice, the Holocaust, the environment, continuity, and happiness.

  




  

    This book assumes that the more one experiences Judaism, the more one appreciates what Judaism is. no letter addresses the question, so popular in Jewish circles today, “Why be Jewish?” As I see it, Judaism is not so much a “why” as a way: a way of life; a way of marking time and sanctifying space; a way of relating to family, to history, and to the environment; a way of thinking about God, Torah, and Israel.

  




  

    The goal of this volume is to introduce “young” Jews (as far as I can tell, Jews are eternally “young” until that stupefying moment when, without warning, they declare themselves “old”), as well as non-Jews who may be interested in Judaism, to the major holidays of the Jewish calendar and the major themes of contemporary Jewish life. As an academic, I am beholden to no particular movement in Jewish life, and this book therefore offers no brief for any particular movement, save for Judaism itself. It represents my own views on various contested issues, along with other points of view. Mahloket—disputation—is to my mind central to the Jewish tradition. My aim here is not to make decisions for readers, but rather to 

     help them make wise and well-informed decisions for themselves.

  




  

     


  




  

    THIS BOOK MARKS a onetime departure from the usual works of American Jewish history that I produce. Lara Heimert, who had been my editor at Yale University Press and has now moved up to Basic Books, persuaded me to undertake this task. George Weigel’s lyrical Letters to a Young Catholic provided the inspiration for this book and the sense that undertaking it would be worthwhile.

  




  

    I am grateful to friends and relatives from across the spectrum of Jewish life who read and commented on this volume, improving it in innumerable ways. Rachel Frankel, Rabbi William Hamilton, Rabbi Zachary Heller, Scott-Martin Kosofsky, Ellen Smith, and Rabbi Martin Weiner all took time out from their busy schedules to read this book in draft. So did my wife, Professor Ruth Langer, my brother, David E. Y. Sarna, and my daughter, Leah Livia Sarna.

  




  

    I addressed the letters in this book to Leah with her permission, and her comments and criticisms proved invaluable to me. Watching her and her older brother, Aaron, prepare to leave home and make their own way in the Jewish community inspired me to write A Time to Every Purpose. May it help my children, and all my readers, to appreciate the Jewish calendar, understand and confront the myriad challenges facing contemporary Jews, and lead more purpose-driven lives.

  



  

  

  




  

    1

  




  

    FREEDOM

  




  

    Passover

  




  

    Dear Leah,

  




  

    The “Today in History” column in this morning’s Boston Globe reminds me that in “1783, on this date [April 11], Congress proclaimed the cessation of hostilities with Great Britain.” That day, perhaps more even than July Fourth, secured our nation’s freedom. How fitting that the anniversary of the Revolutionary War’s conclusion falls this year on the eve of Passover! A pity that this does not happen every year.

  




  

    We have been consumed with Passover preparations over these past weeks. Every year, it seems, we relive at this time our people’s epic journey from slavery to freedom as recounted in the Bible. Ima insists that every room in the house, even those that we hardly use, be thoroughly cleaned for Passover, so we have been scrubbing every night. As for my study, I have been chained here for two full days putting my books and papers in order and cleaning up all of the stray raisins and M&Ms 

     that found their way into cracks and crevices. “Remove leaven from your houses,” the Bible proclaims, and as a faithful servant I dutifully comply. Cleaning the house from top to bottom, changing over all the dishes, and filling the cupboards with “kosher for Passover” foods free from all leavening agents is physically exhausting. So are the preparations for tonight’s big seder, where we shall be fifteen around the table. But once Ima lights the candles ushering in the holiday, I shall finally be a free man. The weeks of self-styled “enslavement” render the experience of freedom all the more sweet.

  




  

    “Slaves were we to Pharoah in Egypt and God brought us out from there”—so the traditional seder liturgy known as the haggadah teaches. The haggadah forges a link between past and present. The goal is to relive history, to re-experience the movement from slavery to freedom, to personally undergo the Exodus from Egypt.

  




  

    That explains the special foods that we eat at the Passover seder. Matzah, made only from flour and water in a process that must hastily be completed within eighteen minutes, reminds us that there was no time to bake bread upon leaving Egypt. Bitter herbs, usually sharp horseradish or tart lettuce, recall the bitterness of slave life. Haroset, a mixture of nuts, wine, spices, and fruit, symbolizes the mortar that the Israelites produced during their enslavement, when they were forced to make bricks.

  




  

    Some Jews recline on pillows during the seder as if to vaunt their liberation, their pride in being free men and 

     women. Others physically reenact the Exodus, miming both the suffering of the slave and the joys of emancipation. Perhaps only those who have experienced slavery themselves can truly appreciate the meaning of freedom, but each of us must try.

  




  

     


  




  

    YOU ASKED ME, a few weeks ago, whether the Exodus actually happened. Can the biblical story—the enslavement of the Israelites, Moses challenging Pharoah, the ten plagues, the crossing of the Red Sea, the forty years in the wilderness, the giving of the Torah, and the triumphant entry into the land of Israel—be conclusively verified? Opinions are mixed. (Why aren’t you surprised?) The absence of any archaeological evidence of a large migration through the desert, and the fact that extensive research at major cities like Jericho shows no evidence of the kind of destruction the Bible describes, suggest to some scholars that the whole story is a myth. Other scholars, however, point to the large number of details in the Bible that can be verified historically. They insist that there is abundant archaeological evidence showing that newcomers did arrive in the land of Israel just when the Bible says they did. Besides, they ask, why would anyone have invented a tradition that their ancestors were “interlopers with a humiliating background as slaves”?

  




  

    Not being a biblical scholar myself, I have always found questions like this perplexing. First of all, the Bible 

     as I read it never claims to be a history book; it teaches above all moral and religious lessons. Second, how could one possibly hope to prove or disprove most of the events that the Bible recounts, especially since it sometimes tells the same story several different ways?

  




  

    Since we can never know exactly what happened 3,300 years ago, I think it is more important to affirm that the Exodus plays an absolutely critical role in Jewish memory. The story lives within us. Not only is it referenced over and over in the Bible and in Jewish prayers, but even major holidays and the Sabbath are explained as being “in remembrance of the departure from Egypt.” Ethical lessons too derive from the Exodus. “You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him,” the Bible teaches, “for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.” When you harvest, it continues, leave behind gleanings for widows, orphans, and strangers to gather up, for “always remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt.” Down to our very day, the Exodus story continues to inspire movements of social justice around the world. The oppressed recall and echo Moses’ simple, passionate plea: “Let my people go.”

  




  

    Regardless of whether the story happened precisely as the Bible recounts, the consequences of the Exodus have been incalculable. Reading the story anew each year in the Passover haggadah inevitably calls to mind the whole sweep of Jewish history, along with many comparable liberation movements, including the American Revolution. Anyone who has ever moved from being unfree to being 

     free can understand what Passover means. Benjamin Franklin even sought to depict the liberation from Egypt on the seal of the United States, along with the motto “Rebellion to Tyrants Is Obedience to God.”

  




  

    Back when Ima was a girl, she used a haggadah produced by her grandfather’s rabbi, Dr. J. Leonard Levy of Pittsburgh, that made that link between Jewish freedom and American freedom explicit. Levy’s was a nontraditional haggadah that called for the placement of an American flag on the seder table and included the following memorable dialogue as part of its ritual:

  




  

     


  




  

    CHILD Where do we find civil, political, and religious liberty united today?

  




  

     


  




  

    READER: Here in America. The fathers of this country fought against oppression that here all men should be free and equal before the law; free to worship God as their conscience dictated. To us the United States of America stands as the foremost among nations, granting the greatest liberty to all who dwell here. Therefore we grace our table with the National flag. . . .

  




  

    The Pilgrim Fathers landed here inspired by Israel’s wandering to go out even to the wilderness and worship God. The immortal Declaration of Independence is the Great Charter announced before Pharaoh by Moses. The Abolitionists are the product of the Bible, and the love of civil liberty that moved [Willian Ellery] Channing and [Theodore] Parker, [John Greenleaf] Whittier and [William] Lloyd Garrison was

     nourished by it. The Old Testament first taught men that Government must be a government by law equally applicable to all, and this is the controlling idea of Mosaic and American legislation. The Fourth of July is the American Passover. Thanksgiving is the American Feast of Tabernacles.

  




  

    It is therefore quite in keeping with the service this evening to pledge our country. In raising this third glass of wine to our lips, let us pray that God will ever protect our land, that here liberty may forever dwell, that peace may abide within her borders and prosperity within her homes.

  




  

     


  




  

    Levy died at fifty-one in the great flu pandemic, just weeks after Passover in 1917. But the valiant effort to connect the holiday of freedom to the land of freedom by no means ended with him. To this day, many Jews in the United States conclude the Passover seder with the singing of the hymn, “America.”

  




  

    Haggadahs here in America and everywhere nowadays come in all shapes and sizes. There are thousands upon thousands of different editions, the oldest dating back to the tenth century. To turn the pages of these well-used books is to reflect upon the Jewish people’s rich diversity, the wide range of communities that Jews have inhabited. There are handwritten haggadahs and printed haggadahs, Hebrew haggadahs and translated haggadahs, haggadahs that preserve the traditional text and haggadahs that modify the traditional text, haggadahs with multiple commentaries and no illustrations, and haggadahs

     with multiple illustrations and no commentaries. Perhaps the best known haggadah of all is the simple Maxwell House haggadah, produced by the famous coffeemaker since 1934. Some fifty million copies of that edition have reputedly been distributed.

  




  

    There is, then, an haggadah for every Jew: unorthodox and orthodox, conservative and radical, religious and secular, even one for strict vegetarians. All of them tell essentially the same Passover story, but they do so in different ways, at different lengths, in different languages, and with somewhat different contemporary messages. Everyone can select the haggadah that they find most meaningful. Considering that Passover is the holiday of freedom, what could be more appropriate?

  




  

     


  




  

    FREEDOM, OF COURSE, means different things to different people. To us, freedom means personal liberty, the freedom to choose. The more choices, the better. That’s why America boasts a wide variety of Jews, almost as many varieties as there are of haggadahs! There are Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and Reconstructionist Jews; trans-denominational and postdenominational Jews; Hasidic, Havurah, and humanistic Jews; Polydox Jews; Renewal Jews; secular Jews; and plenty of Jews who define themselves as “just Jewish” or “other.” Within these movements, there are also endless choices: lots of ways of being Conservative or Reform, lots of different Hasidic sects, lots of . . . well, you get the idea.

  





  

    Freedom, many Americans believe, means picking and choosing one’s way through Judaism, selecting cafeteria-style from its bountiful offerings, creating one’s own way of being Jewish, a Judaism that is personally meaningful. The result? There are almost as many Judaisms as there are Jews. Not everybody likes that, but it is the price we pay for religious freedom.

  




  

    Given the reality of choice, how should you decide what kind of Jew to become?

  




  

    Sorry, but you will have to figure that out for yourself. I would not even to try to make the decision for you. You would be sorely disappointed, though, if I did not offer at least a few suggestions, so here goes:

  




  

     


  




  

    You might decide based on your religious priorities.

  




  

    Different people have different priorities when it comes to faith. Some consider it most important to uphold and maintain Judaism’s sacred religious traditions. Others seek to adapt Judaism to new conditions of life in the communities where they live. Still others desire, above all, to preserve a strong sense of Jewish peoplehood and communal unity. Most Jewish movements actually cherish all three of these essential values, but they each have different priorities and emphases. What are yours?

  




  

     


  




  

    You might decide based on family traditions.

  




  

    Think about how you have seen Judaism practiced in our home, among our relatives on both sides, and in the various

     synagogues we have joined. What seems most familiar and comfortable to you? What gives you the satisfying sense that you are following in the traditions of our ancestors?

  




  

     


  




  

    You might decide based on what moves you spiritually.

  




  

    Are you particularly stirred by a certain kind of prayer experience? A particular kind of music? Clapping and dancing? Hand-holding and hugging? Don’t be afraid to listen to your heart and your soul.

  




  

     


  




  

    You might decide based on your beliefs and passions.

  




  

    What particularly excites you about Judaism: Adherence to Jewish law (halacha)? Love of Torah and learning? A commitment to Israel and to the Jewish people? Making the world a better place for everyone? How about pursuing all of these goals at once? Let your beliefs guide you.

  




  

     


  




  

    You might decide based on the kind of community that you want for yourself and your family.

  




  

     


  




  

    Are you looking to join a community that shares similar commitments and orientations? A caring community where people support one another? A community where everyone lives within close proximity? A warm, homogeneous community? An amazingly diverse community? If, after diligently searching, you cannot find a community that shares the Judaism of your dreams, remember that there is always another option. You could gather together

     a few of your friends and create a community of your own.

  




  

     


  




  

    WHATEVER YOU DECIDE, I hope that you will learn as much as you can about Judaism’s teachings and practices. Consider your heritage a precious resource and explore its multiple dimensions. Let our rich and beautiful traditions inform your life choices, guiding you in all that you do as you shape your own life and strive to improve the lives of those around you.

  




  

    Learning Hebrew is valuable here, because so many of Judaism’s primary sources were originally written in Hebrew. Hebrew is the language that has bound Jews together historically and that is spoken in the contemporary state of Israel. Diaspora Jewish languages like Aramaic, the language of most Jews in the early centuries of the Common Era; Yiddish, the Germanic language once spoken by most Central and Eastern European Jews; and Ladino, the Spanish counterpart to Yiddish used by many Jews with roots in the Iberian peninsula, were likewise suffused with Hebrew and usually written in Hebrew letters. A knowledgeable Jew, therefore, needs to know Hebrew.

  




  

    But even without knowing a word of Hebrew, you can still study most of the primary texts and sources of Judaism in translation. The Bible, the Talmud, the writings of Moses Maimonides, the mystical Zohar, the standard prayer book, the haggadah, and many other Jewish 

     classics have been published in English and a range of other languages. The library of Jewish books is immense, filled with volumes of law and lore; history, biography, philosophy, theology, and mysticism; contemporary Jewish life; and fiction and poetry and fantasy. The more you learn, the more you will want to learn, and the more you’ll appreciate Judaism’s diversity and richness. Being better informed will also help you to decide what kind of Jew to become.

  




  

    Being a knowledgeable Jew, though, is not enough. I hope that you will also think about becoming a practicing Jew. Judaism, at its core, is a religion of actions and deeds. Helping the needy, visiting the sick, comforting the bereaved, lighting Sabbath candles, keeping kosher, making a Passover seder—these are among the practices (observant Jews would say “commandments” or mitsvot) that give substance to Jewish life. There are myriad ways of practicing Judaism: 613 traditional commandments and thousands upon thousands of customs. Try a few. I have always found that “doing Jewish” actively is infinitely more satisfying than “being Jewish” passively.

  




  

    Speaking of “doing Jewish,” I have to get back to preparing for tonight’s seder. Our guests come from different places, and they have different traditions that I want to respect. The vegetables that we dip? You remember that our family uses parsley for the ritual, but one of our guests prefers celery, and another says that his family has always used potatoes—and they claim to be 

     descended from King David! I won’t tell him this, but actually Spanish explorers brought the potato from Peru to Europe in the sixteenth century; King David never ate a potato in his life! The potato custom actually developed when Jews lived in cold climates where green vegetables were not to be found at Passover time. Still, family customs are not to be trifled with. A potato he shall have.

  




  

    There are other traditions that guests are bringing with them. One discovered a custom, dating back to the early Middle Ages, of adding fish to the seder table in commemoration of Miriam, the sister of Moses. According to the interpretation she showed me, the meat on the seder plate recalls Moses, the egg recalls Aaron, and the fish recalls Miriam—together they led Israel out of bondage. Another guest, meanwhile, wants to include “Miriam’s cup” alongside the traditional Elijah’s cup. Miriam’s cup is filled with pure water—a reminder of the rabbinic legend concerning “Miriam’s well,” a wondrous rock that, according to one tradition, miraculously dispensed water on demand during the Israelites’ forty years in the desert. Although neither of these customs was known to my father, Sabba, whose traditions I have generally followed, I want our guests to feel welcomed and comfortable tonight. Besides, new customs will presumably generate new questions—and that, in a sense, is what the seder is all about.
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