Radical Aggadic Readings

You must know that the words of the sages are differently interpreted by three groups of people.

The first group is the largest one. I have observed the, read their books, and heard about them. They accept the teachings of
the sages in their simple literal sense and do not think that these teachings contain any hidden meaning at all. They believe that all
sorts of impossible things must be. They hold such opinions because they have not understood science and are far from having
acquired knowledge. .. They understand the teachings of the sages only in their literal sense, in spite of the fact that some of their
teachings when taken literally, seem so fantastic and irrational that if one were to repeat them literally, even to the uneducated, let
alone soplusticated scholars, their amazement would prompt them to ask how anyone 1n the world could believe such things true,
much less edifying. . .this group expounds the laws and the teachings of our sages in such a way that when the other peoples hear
them they say that this little people 1s foolish and ignoble.

The second group is also a numerous one. It, too, consist of persons who, having read or heard the words of the sages,
understand them according to their simple literal sense and believe that the sages, understand them according to their simple
literal sense and believe that the sages intended nothing else than what may be learned from their literal interpretation. Inevitably,
they ultimately declare the sages to be fools, hold them up to contempt, and slander what does not deserve to be slandered. They
imagine that their own intelligence is of a higher order than that of the sages, and that the sages were simpletons who suffered
trom inferior intelligence. .. They are more stupid than the first group; many of them are simply fools. This is an accursed group,
because they attempt to refute men of established greatness whose wisdom has been demonstrated to competent men of sclence.

There is a third group. Its members are so few in number that it is hardly appropriate to call them a group...This group
consists of men whom the greatness of our sages 1s clear. They recognize the superiority of their intelligence from their words
which point to exceedingly profound truths. The members of tlus group understand that the sages knew as clearly as we do the
difference between the impossibility of the impossible and the existence of that wlich must exist. They know that the sages did
not speak nonsense, and it is clear to them that the words of the sages contain both an obvious and a hidden meaning, Thus,
whenever the sages spoke of things that seem impossible, they were employing the style of riddle and parable which is the
method of truly great thinkers. All students of rhetoric know the real concern of a niddle 1s with its hidden meaning and not with
its obvious meaning. .. if you belong to the third group, when you encounter a word of the sages which seems to conflict with
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reason, you will pause, consider it, and realize that this utterance must be a riddle or a parable.



Capturing the Urge for Idolatry

"And they cried out in a great voice to Hashem their God" (Nechemia 9:4).

What did they say..."Woe! Woe! This is what destroyed the Temple, and
burned the Sanctuary, and killed all the righteous ones, and exiled the Jews

from their land, and it still dances among us.

Did you give it to us for any reason at all other than to receive reward for
overcoming itr We do not want it, nor do we want the reward for overcoming
it L.

They fasted for three days and three nights, and it [the yetzer for idolatry] was
delivered to them. The likeness of a fiery Lon cub emerged from the Holy of
Holies.

The prophet said to Israel, "This is the yetzer hara for idolatry." As they
seized it, a hair slipped from its mane, and it roared, and the sound went out

over an area of four hundred parsangs.

They said: "What shall we do? Perthaps, God forbid, Heaven will have mercy
on it." The prophet replied: "Cast it into a lead cauldron and cover the

opening with lead, for lead absorbs sound." (Yoma 69b)

[That night] Manasseh [King of Judah] came and appeared to him [Rav
Ashi] in a dream...He questioned him, 'Since you art so wise, why did you
worship idols?' He replied, 'if you would have been there, , you would have
lifted up your robe and run after me.’ (Sanhedrin 102b)
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Between Avodat Hashem & Avoda Zara

The foundation of the idolatrous impulse is an eruption of the desire for faith, and its overcoming the principle of faith-based
service, perfecting the faith and nurturing of faith. When the desire for faith grows in strength, it does not distinguish
between appropriate and inappropriate faith. And the soul that is sick with the illness of this desire wishes to fill that
emotional space that should be filled by the contents of faith with something that satisfies the desirous soul. Fundamentally,
this is the source of all the desires that breach and destroy their limits, that express anger and desolation in the spiritual and

practical world, in the individual and in the community. (Rabbi Abraham, Isaac Kook - Shemoneh Perakim)

Idolatry, says Rav Kook, has a certain passion and zeal that deserve to be purified and retained in the true worship. “in the
contamination of idolatry, great is the spirit of faith in all its wildness and coarseness, in its boiling and horse-like power [to

the point of] burning sons and daughters.” (Jerome Gellman in Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook and Jewish Spirituality)

Far easier for man is mysticism - which is another name for idolatry - for it obfuscates the distinction between the holy and

the profane by maintaining that the link between man and God is a given, (Yeshayahu Leibowitz)
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One down, one to go

They then said: Since it is now a time of Divine favor, let us also pray for the DPAYT KIWN DN P23 NIN 18T T PRI 10N

inclination for gilui arayot (sexual immorality) [to be subdued before us]. They
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prayed and it, too, was delivered into their hands. Whereupon he said to them: I ¥

"See that if you kill it the world will become desolate." They imprisoned it for NN2Y NID NINN NP7 INPI0P ONT 1IN NI DN
three days. Dunng this time, they sought a freshly laid egg throughout Eretz INAYY YIN 9I1 N N2 MDY 1YY 001 KNI Mean
Yisrael, and it was not found. NONYUN N2
They said: "What shall we dor Shall we kill it? The world will become desolate. PNITAN 20N M2 NNDY N9 Y0P P70y 29 NN
Shall we pray that half [the Inclination be subdued]? Heaven does not grant a 227 NJ NP MDD
half" Therefore, they blinded its eyes and then released it, and henceforth, a WIIND 1172 2130 NIT NN IMPIYY Ny 1m¥ono
man does not become aroused by it with his close relatives. (Yoma 69b) nnapa
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The Beginning of a New Era...

R. Abdimi from Haifa said: Smce the day when the Temple was destroyed,
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prophecy has been taken from the prophets and given to the wise.

.DDONY MM DN D NN
R. Johanan said: Since the Temple was destroyed, prophecy has been taken from

prophets and given to fools and children. (Baba Batra 12a-b) D201 12 NN NZ0°1 WTPHT TP1 2INW OPD PP VN
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“For both Nietzsche and Dostoyevsky, madness and the struggle for God overlapped. Nietzsche identified with God after he went mad, but
he had understood madness to be part of the journey of divine struggle long before that...in one of Nietzsche's images the madman could
appear the to be the mask concealing the deity; in another the madman could be the announcer of the death of the deity; in another the
suffering of humans and of gods is connected to madness, and all gods are said to be ‘man-made and madness’ in a variety of ways and his
works in his letters and eventually in his own collapse, Nietzsche connected the struggle with God to madness.

It is understandable that these two men [Nietzsche and Dostoyevsky| who were so deeply concerned with God and with madness should
have perceived these two realms to overlap. God represents order, especially in Western religious tradition. God gives shape, gives laws.
Recall that in the Bible, creation is the divine imposition of order over chaos. Somehow madness involves, in some degree, a return to
chaos. Distinctions break down, all is permitted. Those who can envision, truly envision, the death of God can imagine the release from
order that this involves. (The Hidden Face of God, Richard Elliot Friedman)
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