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One year ago, on Rosh Hodesh Adar 5768, | wasagitti my rabbinic class in
Mercaz HaRav when a terrorist entered the Yeshidagainned down 8 yeshiva
students. Beyond the difficulties of dealing wstich evil, the encounter has put me
in an emotional quandary in that | was spared wdtiters were not so fortunate. On
the one hand, when one’s life is spared he isjtoces to give thanks to God (Rashi,
Lev. 6:12). On the other hand, the date of myagain is the yartzeit of 8 martyrs, a
day of national tragedy. It is a day of mournirtg rejoicing.

The conflicting nature of this day has given mditile amount of consternation. In
looking for guidance, R. Chaim Wasserman, shlitiatructed me to read the last
entry in the halachic work “Hayei Adam” written By Danziger (1748-1820). At the
very end of the section on the rules of Purim higesrthat, like at the time of Purim
when the people gave thanks to God for their s@iraso too one must make a
personal “Purim” day to give thanks to God for aspeal salvation.

R. Danziger then details his personal story ofighi®rhood fire, explaining that
each and everyone of his family members was badtyand 31 of his neighbors
were killed. As a result of his salvation he destbthe day a personal Purim, an
annual day of reflection and thanksgiving.

[As a point of clarification, while | feel a show personal gratitude is in order, my
situation is not identical to that of R. Danzigémas spared by not leaving my
classroom too soon, however | was never in any idiate danger. Be that as it may,
| do feel that, just as | felt the need to say dlitkagomel, | should also commemorate
the event with some display of gratitude. Rosh e&hiva HaRav Shapira concurred
with this assessment].

From the personal story of R. Danziger we sa&¢acha I'maasehthat one should
commemorate the day with joy and thanksgiving &vation even though others
perished on the very same day.

Now, while R. Danziger provides guidance which agisithe question of action (i.e.,
what should | do), the inherent emotional quanddilygnaws at my conscience.
This emotional quandary is the direct result, amelotl expression, of what R.
Soloveitchik terms our “dialectical existence” —enstence defined by conflicting
emotions. To address this aspect, | found R. Saicivik’s (“Out of the Whirlwind”)
discussion of man’s dialectical experience of patéir importance.

The Rav explains that in order to effectively resgh¢to the complexity of our
existence, an existence that “abounds in dichotem@unel contradictions”, we must
apply the complete table of our emotions — engagimg totality of our emotional
life”. Furthermore, he explains that we must Ealthat our emotions make up a
continuum, such that every emotion “is born oua @irevious emotional experience
and points toward a new experience into which ikt gvadually pass.” Finally, and
perhaps most importantly for our discussion, the irRéers to “Antithetic Experience
Awareness”.
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He explains that an emotional experience is madef npore that a single primal
emotion, and that an experience obtains a deptieahing when contrasted to
various, even antithetical, emotions. The Ravesrit... the spectrum of emotions
manifests ... in an all-embracing experience. ...acheemotional experience there is
the center-directed glance and the peripheral laokvhile emphasis is placed upon
the central theme of one’s experience, the attanuEnpheral motifs are nevertheless
relevant and meaningful.”

Applying this to my situation, while | personallyust express thanksgiving and even
joy at being saved, it is critical for me to takéol account the painful context of the
event. Indeed, this is how all thanksgiving cedgions are to be enacted, in
acknowledgment of our dialectical existence. Tais be seen in the method of
bringing a Thanksgiving Offering in the Temple, aiiwas brought with matzot.
Matza is the quintessential dialectical symbol tf@one hand it is callddchem oni
(bread of affliction), and on the other hand itagemind us of our freedom in that we
made it in haste and it didn’t have time to ri§éatza represents both our freedom
and our affliction, both our pain and our joy.

R. Soloveitchik writes: “Only in the paradoxicalitynof contrasts is an emotion
redeemed from its primeval qualities. Joy, fotanse, is a great feeling if it is
separated from its antithetic emotion, sadnesshyatsharp line but rather by an
infinite series of gradations, like the transitionghe rainbow — thus not breaking up
the continuity of communication between both enidbe table of emotions. When
completely bounded in and isolated from the adjaasgas of emotional activity and
related to only a single existential aspect, jayeits its worth and significance. In
such a case it turns into hilarity, an emotion WwHases sight of central realities and
helps man escape responsibilities. Judaism hasrdisated between absurd gaiety
and meaningful joy, between holelut and simhah.”

The distinction between absurd gaiety and meanipggus discussed in the Gemara
(Ber. 30b). The discussion begins with the questWghat is the meaning of the
psalmist’'s words: “rejoice with trembling”. Theswer is given that, “in a place
where there is rejoicing there must also be tremgili To substantiate this principle
the story is then told of a wedding in which theoRa over-rejoiced. The host, upon
noticing this, took a very expensive glass and eritk The Rabbis immediately grew
somber. In an apparent attempt to change the atmeos, the Rabbis asked their
colleague to sing a song; upon which he sang, “Wass for we are to die, Woe to us
for we are to die.” No doubt the singer felt ttre¢ unrestrained joy of the party
needed to be tempered with a dose of existentditye The Gemara then concludes:

It is forbidden for a person to fill his mouth wilughter in this world, for it
says, “Then will our mouth be filled with laught@md our tongue with
singing” (Ps. 126:2). When will that be? At thed& when, “They shall say
among the nations: ‘The Lord has done great thivifsthese.”

Rosh Hodesh Adar is the beginning of the monthre&gjoy, it is the beginning of

the month when the enemies of the Jews soughtstoogehem, but instead, the
opposite occurred and the Jews overpowered themigs (Esther 9:1). Adar is the
month of contrasts, of conflicting emotions, of therld turned on its head. In such a

© Mois Navon 2 www.DivreiNavon.com




world, we must be strong, ever realizing that we h dialectical existence. In such a
world, we must rejoice, ever knowing that the wasl@till filled with pain. In such a
world, we must endeavor to perfect it, ever stgviar that day when our mouths will
be filled with laughter and our tongues with somgay we see that that day soon.
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