Korach 2010 – Israel, Covenant, Eternity

Shabbat Shalom.  It’s good to be back.  As I drove around town in my van on Thursday, I was listening to a one of my many CDs containing Jewish music when a song I have loved since the first time I heard it began to play.  It is called “Ani Yehudi,” – I am a Jew, by Lenny Solomon of Shlock Rock.  He wrote it a number of years ago, but this spring it has become somewhat of a hit in Israel with some revised lyrics.  I, however, prefer the original lyrics, and as I drove I pushed repeat so that the song played over and over as I ran my errands.  

Some of the lyrics are:

I ask myself:  who am I?

I am not Ashkenazi, not Sephardic, not Yemenite, not French, not Moroccan, not American, not Russian.  I am a Jew.

I ask myself:  what am I?  

I am not religious, not secular, not left-wing, not right-wing, not unsophisticated, not passive, not naïve.  I am a Jew.  

All of Israel is linked one to another, all of Israel are brothers and sisters.

We are citizens, soldiers, human beings, we are all people.  

We march, we move forward, we believe, we hope, we do not despair.

We are Jews.

I have always loved this song, with its emphasis on the fact that as Jews we are one people, despite our differences.  Indeed, I never really paid attention to the final stanza, which for me this week, was just as important, or perhaps even more important than the beginning – we march, we move forward, we believe, we hope, we do not despair – we are Jews.

This is a powerful reminder to us that one of the many things it means when we say that we are Jews is that we are members of a people whose name means “to praise,” which implies belief and hope, the opposite of despair.

The past couple of weeks, with the Gaza flotilla debacle, the nonsense with Helen Thomas, and the feeble sanctions which were finally passed against Iran, I know that I have needed to remember that we are a people whose identity is bound up with praise, a sense of joy, and hopefulness, that despair has no place in our world-view.

I actually thought that I had bypassed the normal amount of self-pity that I feel when I hear anti-Semitic rants or see Israel ganged up on in the world media.  I was doing fine in fact, until I did what I do every weekday - listen to anywhere from 5-15 minutes of Glenn Beck’s talk-radio show.  I personally find the show so pessimistic in its outlook that 5 minutes is as much as I can usually handle.

Thursday was even worse than usual, though not through any fault of the host.  No, what really upset me was the clip from Rosie O’Donnell’s radio show that he played several times to make sure heard it properly, in which she defends – strongly - the words of Helen Thomas, saying she can’t see how in any way what Helen Thomas said, suggesting that the Jews go back to Poland and Germany isn’t hate speech.  She actually described her as a victim of political correctness.  When it was pointed out that the Jews left Poland and Germany because they were being killed she said, yeah, and thousands were killed after the war when they tried to return, but it’s 2010 and the gas chambers are gone, so now they can go back.  It was truly upsetting.  This is a comedian I actually used to enjoy.  I even had bought the Rosie O’Donnell Barbie for my daughters a number of years back because it had a more realistic woman’s figure than regular Barbie.  Thank goodness they’re long past that and I no longer have that doll in my house otherwise I’d have to dig it out and throw it away.  Worse, I have the feeling that unlike Helen Thomas, who ended up resigning over her comments, Rosie’s hate and ignorant filled words will have no negative consequences for her.  

And so it was, that after a few minutes I simply switched from radio to my CDs.  The song from Lenny Solomon was like a gift from an angel, bringing my blood pressure down and reminding me to keep some perspective and of course hope.

With that sense of hope filling me, I finished my errands and when I made it to the house I turned to my weekly reading of the Torah portion Korach, which we will read very soon.  As I began to read I thought, “Oy Korach, this is not the best Torah portion for finding moments of tremendous uplift,” what with an uprising that leads to the deaths of entire families.
But I wasn’t about to give up so quickly.  So I scoured the portion and the commentaries for something inspiring.  Finally, I found it.  It was Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch on the words a “covenant of salt,” an expression found both here and in Leviticus.  Here is what he wrote concerning this unusual expression:

“Thus we learn that salt represents immutable existence…  The “covenant” will be upheld in all circumstances and will continue to exist under all conditions; and if we are dealing with a “covenant of salt,” it will continue to exist without any change:  something over which a “covenant of salt” has been concluded not only exists forever, but is also eternally immutable. 

Now the covenant that is symbolized in offerings by salt is called the “Covenant of your G-d.”   Hence the reference is to the Covenant which lies in the Ark, which is called after it the Ark of the Covenant.  Therefore salt symbolizes the Torah, which exists in perpetuity.”
That is, according to Rabbi Hirsch, the covenant that God made with the Israelites via our commitment to Torah exists for all time.  No matter what the anti-Semites of the world say, no matter how bleak things seem, our covenant, our relationship with God exists eternally.  

This idea is given even more valance in today’s special Haftarah for Rosh Hodesh.  There we will read:  Shimu d’var Adonai – Hear the word of the Lord, You who are concerned about His word!  Your kinsmen who hate you, who spurn you because of Me, are saying, “Let the Lord manifest His presence, So that we may look upon your joy.”  But theirs shall be the shame….Rejoice with Jerusalem and be glad for her, all who love her!  Join in her jubilation….For thus said the Lord: “I will extend to her prosperity like a stream, the wealth of nations like a wadi in flood; and you shall drink of it.  You shall find comfort in Jerusalem.   You shall see and your heart shall rejoice.”
As I read the words of the Haftarah I thought of an article I read this week in the Jerusalem Post explaining how aliyah from the United States and the U.K. to Israel is up dramatically this year due to the fact that the economy in Israel is actually stronger right now there than here or in the U.K.  Thus, the words of the Haftarah, the wealth of the nations of the world is indeed flowing to Israel, and as a result of the many technological innovations that originate in Israel, that wealth then flows back out, allowing us all, to, drink of it as the prophet said.  
If Israel, fighting for survival every day, can achieve so much, it is an example of the resiliency of our people, and a source of inspiration and hope to us, as Lenny Solomon writes in his song, Anachnu Mkaveem, Anachnu Yehudim – We hope, We are Jews.  Shabbat Shalom.

