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BECAUSE OF QUR SINS?

Since the destruction of the Temple nearly two thousand
years ago, the daily prayers of the pious Jew reflect a sense of
collective guilt for the exile of our people. “Lord of the universe,”
the ancient morning prayer implores, “Thou hast enjoined upon
us the daily offering at its appointed time, with the priests offici-
ating, the levites at their station, all Israel represented. Now,
because of our sins, the Temple is laid waste, the daily offerings
are abolished, and we have no priests officiating, no levites at
their station, not one Israelite attending . , .”

“Because of our sins were we exiled from our land . . .” This
is the basic theme of the Musaf (Additional) Service of the High
Holy Days, Festivals, and New Months, when we recall the spe-
cial festival sacrifices offered in the Temple of old, constantly
reminding ourselves that we lost our beloved and ancient Sanc-
tuary because of our failings as a people. There is no other
people who usurp so much human guilt for their shortcomings,
who blame themselves on their days of celebration for a catas-
trophe of long ago that the objective historian would attribute
simply to the brutal expansionism of the most avaracious and
pugnacious Imperium of all time.,

Perhaps the most dramatic statement of this ancient Jewish
“guilt complex” may be found in the penitential prayer uttered
just before Rosh Hashanah:

We are ashamed to raise our head, for we have polluted our fair
name. We have corrupted thy justice, we have distorted thy precepts,
therefore we press our face to the ground in shame.

Trouble and anguish seize us from every direction; we are like
sheep cast adrift without shelter. On the right the axe cuts us down,
on the left we fall prey to the hunter. »
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May thy farseeing eyes ever be open to our distress and untold suf-
ferings. May our lamentations be changed into song, our punishment
into atonement, as we return to thy straight paths.

Because of our sins we have been subjected to captivity and [to]
pillage; we, our kings and our priests, have been brought into con-
tempt. Thy dearly beloved thou didst hurl down to the ground, deso-
late. -

We have failed to implore thee, to consider thy truth, because of
rising evil. We should have been destroyed like Sodom, when the
sound of the mill was low, hadst thou not shown us grace for a brief
moment.

Thou didst mercifully spare the remnant, giving us support and
fencing us in. Again we were cast adrift for the three sins which thou
dost loath,? and thou didst trample under foot thy glorious Temple . . .2

Were our ancestors that wicked? One of the founders of the
Young Israel movement declared of the harsh condemnation of
Israel in Biblical times: “I do not for a moment believe that the
inhabitants of Jerusalem were worse than the population of any

civilized city of today. If anything they were probably much
better.”?

I

There are those who, dazzled by the epiphanies of certain psy-
chological schools, condemn those prayers which we have cited
as evidence of maladjustment. Richard Rubenstein goes so far

as to condemn the Liturgy for abetting the most inhuman bar-
barism of our century:

When all political and military explanations of the inevitability of
Jewish compliance with the Nazis in their own undoing are exhausted,
psychological explanation is still needed. It would be wrong to over-
stress Jewish self-blame while ignoring the very real horror of the Jew-
ish situation in wartime Europe. Nevertheless, guilt and self-blame
were present. Both were constantly reinforced by the Jewish liturgy . ..
Jewish religious practice constantly reinforced the conviction of
[that?] Jewish life since the exile was punitive.4

Yet Rubenstein’s notion of Jewish “compliance” does not at all

seem to correspond with the traditional attitude to the Liturgy.
More often than not the most pious would shout with Reb Yis-
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roel of Rizhin: “It is written that it is because of our sins that
we were chased from our lands; and I say that is false. Exile pre-
ceded our sins. Just bring us back and You shall see that not one
Jew will feel like sinning.” And the Rebbe would add in even
stronger terms: “You must put an end to exile because exile it-
self is a sin; the most dangerous of all.”® In a moving sermon,
Rabbi Eliezer Berkovits, after the Holocaust, declared
that we must re-interpret somewhat the meaning of the
prayers wherein we chastise ourselves for our sins: “The endless
suffering of our people is the measure of the immaturity of the
world . . . We suffer because of the sins of the world; we are not
redeemed by some miracle because of our own sins. This is the
key to Jewish history since the fall of Jerusalem.”®

It seems to me, however, that the issue is neither theological
nor psychological, although these perspectives are not to be dis-
missed. In order to confront the Liturgy which emphasizes our
responsibility for the catastrophes which have befallen us as a
people, we must attempt to comprehend the uniquely Jewish
view of what de Unamuno describes as the “tragic sense of life.”
Modern Judaism is characterized by a refusal to confront the
idea of tragedy. Reform Judaism eliminated the idea of exile
altogether, proclaiming instead that God dispersed Israel not
as a punishment, but as an extended mission to the Gentiles.
George Steiner is certainly correct when he observes, employing
Ibsen as an example, that modern times and modern dramas
know nothing of tragedy. For while classic tragedy discusls a
situation that is “irreparable, . . . saner economic relations or
better plumbing can resolve some of the grave crises in the
dramas of Ibsen.””

Even if the modern Jew would search his tradition in light
of tragic literature, he would find little to explain the peculiar
perspective of a Liturgy which attributes exile to sin, which con-
stantly reaffirms responsibility for the errors of a past generation.
George Steiner cogently observes that there is no Jewish con-
cept of tragedy — at least not as commonly understood — be-
cause the “Judaic spirit is vehement in its conviction that the
order of the universe and of man’s estate is accessible to reason.”
He then contrasts the Judaic understanding of the fall of Jerus-
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alem with the Hellenic interpretation of the fall of Troy:

. . . Where a city is destroyed because it has defied God, its destruction
is a passing instant in the rational design of God’s purpose. Its walls
shall rise again, on earth or in the kingdom of heaven, when the souls
of men are restored to grace. The burning of Troy is final because it -
is brought about by the fierce sport of human hatreds and the wanton,
mysterious choice of destiny.8

IT

Judaic tradition is not devoid of a sense of tragedy, even
‘hough our perspective on the subject must be clearly contrasted
with the Christian and pagan (or Greek) conceptions. The
classical or pagan tragedy establishes the rule, articulated by
Walter Kaufmann, that tragedy “requires no reverence for the
gods . . . Classical tragedy declares the gods to be jealous of
man. They can be as wicked and as vindictive as we are. If man
violates the gods, they may violate him. The gods are just only
to the extent that they wait for man’s flaw to erupt into wrong-
doing before they send the furies to sweep down upon him. The
worst human sin is not murder but hubris, insulting the gods.

Ethically speaking, the classical form of tragedy leaves much
to be desired because, as in the case of King Oedipus, the wrong-
doing that condemns man can be unpremeditated, totally inno-
cent. Man does not even have to be wantonly disobedient to irk
the gods who judge him. Since the human being is the gods’ play-
thing, his feelings do not really matter as long as his actions fit
into the game being played in the heavens. The moral of the
great tragedies of ancient Greece is, in the last analysis, not the
condemnation of murder or incest per se, but that no matter how
one acts, he must beware not to compete with the gods; he must
not annoy them. Now it is true that the ancient Greeks by no
means condoned incest and murder, but their theology demanded
above all else submission to the capricious gods whose only inter-
est in human morality was that man must ever know his place.
Plato revealed more than Zeus ever did, and Zeus, as the Greeks
envisioned him, would have had it no other way.

The Christian view of tragedy is established firmly upon the
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Greek, and cannot be understood otherwise. It states that we are
all so innately perverse because of Adam’s original defiance of
God’s Word that He, as the All-Holy, had to vicariously assume
some flesh in order to show vicariously that all bearers of flesh
can be saved. If we sin, it is simply because we are uncontrollably
sinful. But we can repent by believing in God’s fleshy stay on
earth, and by deriving grace from that belief through our impulse
to imitate the god-man.

This form of tragedy is also ethically unsatisfactory. True,
man ought to feel guilty and repent before God. He must be
aware of his misdeed, and his belief can save him from it. But
in Christian teaching, man is defined more in terms of his guilt
than in deference to his role as God’s image on earth. And
since guilt is his mark and sin his burden, man does not really
change after his repentance. The reservoir of sinfulness and guilt
which gushes forth deep within the human soul, spewing their
pollutants into every cell and vessel of Adam’s seed, will ever
nurture more and more sinful thoughts and deeds, which are but
the fruit of the human nature. .

It would seem that from an ethical standpoint both classical
and Christian tragedy fall short of truly moral tragedy. In Chris-
tianity, only Adam is tragic, for only he had the initiative to
fall.* Everybody else merely stumbles over him. But loss of inno-
cence is the essence of any moral tragedy. Just as Christian teach-
ing limits such loss to Eden, so does Greek tragedy — the para-
digm of tragedy itself — lack ethical tragic significance because
it insists that innocence or lack of innocence is not as important
as the degree to which one’s acts or attitude provoke the gods.

And only fate decrees whether or not the gods ought to have
reason to be jealous of us. '

IIT

Bearing in mind the moral limitations of Christian and pagan
tragedy, we can attempt to isolate the traditional Jewish view by
studying the teachings of our heritage, including our Liturgy, in
the light of modern assessments of tragedy. “Tragedy,” writes
Karl Jaspers, describing the pagan view, “becomes self-conscious
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by understanding the fate of its characters as the consequence of
guilt, and as the inner working out of guilt itself. Destruction
is the atonement of guilt.”2 It is true that an awareness of guilt
does come to the Greek tragic hero — but long after his fate
is sealed. His guilt or repentance has no effect in alleviating his
cruel destiny. Destruction is, indeed, his only atonement. But
in the Judaic tradition it is the consequence of a refusal to atone
oneself with God. The wicked are to be cut down, but much to
the chagrin of the Almighty. “As I live, saith the Lord God, I
have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked
turn from his way and live; turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways;
for why will ye die, O house of Israel?” (Ezekiel 33:11). Or,
as the High Holy Day Liturgy expresses it: “Unto the day of
man’s death Thou dost wait for him to repent, that he may in-
cline toward life.”

For all the “guilt complexes” supposedly fostered by the Lit-
urgy, there is no sign of advocacy of self-destruction. Paul Ri-
coeur, the distinguished Catholic theologian, has perceived the
value of associating guilt and exile far better than have many
Jews, and articulates it eloquently. “The Jew,” he writes,

repents not only for his actions, but for the root of his actions .

Furthermore, at the same time as his piety discovers the personal di-
mension’ of sin, it also discovers its communal dimension; the evil
“heart” of each is also the evil “heart” of all; a specific we, namely,
“we sinners,” unites all mankind in an undivided guilt. Thus the spirit
of repentance discovered something beyond our acts, an evil root that

is both individual and collective, such as the choice that each would
make for all and all for each.13

In declaring that we were exiled because of our sins, in em-
phasizing our own guilt and inadequacy, we invoke not a de-
structive guilt, nor a sense of “original sin,” but seek out the
human source of guilt. We do not torture ourselves needlessly.
We perceive that unless we confront the substratum of human
failure, we shall never truly be able to possess ourselves as human
beings. There can be no mitzvah without a sense of averah; no
sense of feshuvah without a notion of chet. The Torah defines
both holiness and impurity. If, then, as J aspers adds, the Greek
view is that existence and action are guilt,™ then the Jewish view
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is that guilt results from existence and action. Guilt does not
underly human being and activity, nor is it identical with them
(as in the Christian view of original sin), but it is a natural and
controllable by-product of them.

The sense of guilt that we engender from the Liturgy is not
~ the destructive guilt that Freud attributes to the “super-ego.” We
do not experience what the Master Psychoanalyst described as
the ego’s “suffering under the attacks of the super-ego or perhaps
even succumbing to them,” when the repressed ego meets with
“a fate like that of the protozoa which are destroyed by the
products of disintegration that they themselves have created.”'?
We invoke no “super-ego” to startle us like a Jack-in-Pandora’s-
box, paralyzing us with the shadow of our most tortuous feelings
of inadequacy.

In the Jewish view — to cite Ricoeur again — “the promo-
tion of guilt marks the entry of man into the circle of condemna-
tion; the meaning of that condemnation appears only after the
event to be “justified” conscience; it is granted to that conscience
to understand its past condemnation as a sort of pedagogy; but,
to the conscience still kept under the guard of the law, its real
~meaning is unknown.”*® We never truly understand the extent
of our failure to uphold the Torah of the Living God. But this
should challenge us rather than discourage us; it should con-
tribute to our freedom under the yoke of the Kingdom of God
and not weigh us down under the harness of remorse. As Shubert
Spero declares, echoing Joseph Albo, author of the medieval
treatise, Sefer Ha-Ikkarim: “Judaism as a metaphysical system is
optimistic, yet it recognizes fully the tragic character of human
existence. On the existential 1ével, it fosters sobriety and shifts
the locus of anxieties to the areas that count — concern for the
state of one’s soul and one’s worship of God. Those who repress
their thirst for the spirit expose themselves to futile frustrations
and suffer the unmitigated consequences of man’s naturally anx-
ious condition. The mature religious personality who fixes his
gaze on the infinite can, however, regain the finite in tempered
joy.”" If we, as human beings, are prone to anxieties, it is more

uplifting and even more liberating that they be anxieties of
Heaven.
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I dread the thought of a Jewish people with no sense of inade-
quacy, with no capacity to affirm, as a people, that we have
failed before God. The Torah seeks to inculcate within us a sense
of communal failure to foster reverence for life in the stipula- .-
tions concerning the dead body found between two cities (see
Deut. 21:1-9). It is better to regard disaster as recompense for
the failings of human beings than to shrug it off as “bum luck.”
Those martyrs who died confessing their sins while cut down
by the most barbarous forces are to be respected for regarding
the Jewish people as the “heart of mankind” (Yehudah Ha-
Levi). They affirmed that as the bearers of quintessential human-
ity, the Jewish people will ever bleed first when God’s image is
dulled. The Prophets regailed the Jews as covenanted human
beings for the slightest ritual and ethical infractions of God’s
Word. Yet there were no Prophets to condemn the Nazis, for
they had ceased to act as human beings and were unworthy of
Divine chastisement. Those who died in the gas chambers affirm-
ing the coming of the Messiah believed that it is better to repent
before a God Who maintains their humanity than to vilify Him
before the inhuman oppressors whose barbarity dispelled the
Presence of the Omnipresent Himself,

Our people have searched for their sins when struck down
by evil because they have refused to succumb to the inclina-
tion — constantly exploited in modern philosophy — to dis-

miss the world as meaningless and absurd. We have exalted our-
~selves in our sense of guilt not by reducing tragedy to an entity
in the storehouse of life, but by utilizing it as an opportunity for
examining our moral state. What the Rabbis hoped to inculcate
was a sense of “pedagogical” guilt. Hence, they attributed the
destruction of the Temple to these flaws against which our
people must constantly guard: ruthless adherence to the letter of
the Law despite the moral circumstances; failure to support in-
struction in the holy way of the Torah; motiveless hatred (sin’at
chinam) of one’s fellow Jew.'® The Sages never failed to remind
us that the Diaspora must ever be a source of pedagogical guilt.
So, too, with our personal catastrophes. As the Rabbis teach:
“If evil befall a man, let him first examine his deeds.”*®
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If, as W. H. Auden observes, the “Christian tragedy is the
tragedy of possibility, ‘What a pity it was this way when it might
have been otherwise,” ”° we must declare that Judaism thinks
in terms of a tragedy of responsibility. We declare: “What a pity
it was this way when it should have been otherwise.” In a world
governed by a just God, and dominated by man conceived as a
creature of free will, untainted by original sin, catastrophes
should be averted. We Jews do not glorify tragedy as necessity,
but lament it as waste. Yet given the Dayan Ha-Emet, the True
Judge, how could anyone be “wasted”? The only answer can be
that in guiding the world, God takes into consideration not only
our sense of injustice, but employs His own standard of “cosmic
appropriateness” (Berkovits) which transcends but does not
nullify His concern for human welfare.?!

Yet the Sages do not allow us to resign ourselves to God’s
plan of “cosmic appropriateness™ by. attributing to it all disasters
thatbefattus-Because we are covenanted to Him, because we
are a party in a sacred bond with Him, we must first search
ourselves whenever we suspect that He has shortchanged us. No
bond can remain just and mutually fulfilling if one partner re-
signs himself passively to the inconsiderate acts of the other. No
fellowship — even that between man and God — can endure
if those involved accuse the others without taking the essential
first step of examining themselves.

The Sages taught that even God examines Himself, praying
to Himself that He may ever be compassionate with Israel: “May
it be My will that My compassion might overcome Mine anger
and prevail over My justice, that I may deal with My children
according to the attribute of compassion.”?> The Rabbis were
so bold as to envision God’s “guilt feeling” for enabling the
Temple to be destroyed — the same Temple which we declare
to have been destroyed “because of our sins.” I cite at length
one of the most unusual midrashim of the Rabbis:

In the hour when God determined to destroy the Temple, He said,
“So long as I was in its midst, the nations could not touch it; now I
will hide my eyes from it, and I will swear that I will not connect my:-
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self with it until the end; then the enemy can come and destroy it.”
At once God swore with His right hand, and drew it back, as it is
said, “He drew back His right hand on account of the enemy (Lam.
2:3). Then the enemy entered the Temple and burnt it. When it was
burnt, God said, “Now I have no dwelling-place in the land; I will
withdraw my Shechinah from it, and ascend to my former place, as it
is said, “I will go and return to my place till they acknowledge their
sins” , . . (Hos. 5:15). Then the Lord wept, and said, “Woe is me,
what have I done? I caused my Shechinah to descend because of Ts-
rael, and now that they have sinned, I have returned to my former
place. Far be it from me that I should be a laughing stock to the na-
tions and a scorn to men.” Then Metatron2? came, and fell on his
face, and said, “I will work, but thou must not weep.” Then God
said, “If thou sufferest me not to weep, I will go to a place where thou
hast no power to enter, and I will weep there, as it is said. “My soul
shall weep in secret places” (Jer. 13:17). Then God said to the angels
of the service, “Come, we will go, you and I, and we will see what the
enemy has done to my house.” So God and the angels of the service
sent forth, and Jeremiah went in front of them. When God saw the
Temple, He said, “Assuredly, that is my house, and that is the place
of my rest, into which the enemy has come and worked his will.” Then
God wept and said, “Woe is me for my house. Where are you, my
sons? Where are you, my priests? Where are you, my friends? What
can I do to you? I warned you, but you did not repent.” Then God
said to Jeremiah, “I am to-day like a man who had an only son, and
he set up for him the marriage canopy, and he died under it. Do you
not grieve for me and my sons? Go, call Abraham, Isaac and Jacob
and Moses from their graves, for they know how to weep” . . . [Final-
ly] Jeremiah went . . and cried, “Son of Amram, arise, the time has
come that you are summoned before God.” He said, “Why is it to-day
more than on other days that I am summoned before God?” Jeremiah
-replied, “I do not know.” Then Moses left Jeremiah, and went to the
angels of the service, for he knew them ever since the giving of the
Law. He said to them, “You ministers of God on high, do you know
at all why I am summoned before God?” They said, “Do you not know
that the Temple is laid waste, and Israel driven into exile?” Then
Moses cried and wept until he came to the Patriarchs. Then they, too,
rent their clothes, and they laid their hands upon their heads, and
they wept and cried till they came to the gates of the Temple. When
God saw them, He “called to weeping and to mourning and to bald-
ness and to girding with sackcloth” (Isa, 12:12). If this verse were
not written, one could not dare to say it [to be so anthropomorphical-
ly explicit] . . . Then they all went weeping from one gate of the
Temple to another, as a man whose dead lies before him. And God

mourned and said, “Woe to the King who prospers in His youth, and
not in His old age.”24

77



TRADITION: A Journal of Orthodox Thought

Some of the Hasidic masters, on the basis of such Rabbinic
legends, went so far as to rebuke God by reminding Him of His
guilt. In Leviticus it is written: “This is the law of the guilt offer-
ing. It is most holy” (7:1). Said the Kotsker Rebbe: “Where is
the guilt to be found? In the Most Holy.”

The religious man is not alone in his guilt, to the extent that
God, too, is, as it were, momentarily “guilty.” While the world
is unredeemed, He has not fully vindicated the creation that He
called “very good.” The tragedies of the world are as much —
if not more — His burden than ours. “In all their afffiction was
He afflicted” (Isaiah 62:9). As long as evil triumphs, our intima-
tion, in the Torah, of the power of holiness accuses the Holy
One Who seems not to employ His full power. But since our
freedom to sanctify the world would be superfluous without the
world’s imperfection, we must become sensitive to imperfection
within ourselves, lest it impede our ability to “perfect the world
under the Kingdom of the Almighty” (Aleynu Prayer). We
ought to learn the sanctifying power of guilt. As Jews, we must
continue to be the first people to admit that we could have
sinned, and the first to recognize that we need not have done so.

That God transcends “guilt feelings” is, of course, beyond
discussion, for He is God. But that our tradition can speak of
Him as feeling guilt testifies to our freedom from the error of
assuming more than human responsibility for the catastrophes
that befall us. The most destructive, pathological guilt is that
which plagues us for what is, in reality, beyond our control. Be-
cause we are covenanted to the God of the universe, we perceive
that redemption is as much — and even more — His concern as
ours. Yet unlike the pagans, we cannot cast all of the blame for
our ordeals upon His whims. “Guilt,” Alan Mintz observes, “is
the inevitable result of the awareness of wrong-doing. Prayer is
not the safety-valve which catharitically lessens this anxiety when
it becomes too painful, but an apparatus for moral reassessment
and recommitment.” To recognize the Divine commitment is
not to diminish any of the valid human guilt. We declare with
the Rabbis, “Woe is me because of Who my Creator (Yotzri)

is, and because of what my [evil] inclination (yitzri) de-
mands.”?®
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If we have scrutinized our deeds and found that the punish-
ment does not fit the crime or, as in the case of the Nazi Holo-
caust, that the punishment itself is the most heinous crime, then
we must realize, as Eliezer Berkovits asserts, that ours is an im-
perfect world because only the Creator can be perfect.?” The
important thing is that we carefully examine our deeds before
accusing ourselves — or God. Ours must be a constructive guilt.
We must sanctify our feelings of guilt without deifying them. We
must not allow them to rule over us, blinding us to justice —
for ourselves, for our people, and for humanity. Those who feel .
exaggerated guilt before God have no time to think of Him, and
less of an opportunity to understand themselves — their rights
as human beings to failure and, above all, to repentance. With-
out a sense of failure, we deify ourselves through our exaggerated
vigilance against any guilt feelings. And through excessive re-
morse, we also deify ourselves by regarding life as a realm of
personal tragedy, ruled by a sense of almighty inadequacy.

The modern age has affirmed a view of tragedy startlingly
close to the Judaic view. The bad plumbing or saner economic
relations that could save an Ibsen character from tragedy are
not too unlike the prayer, acts of righteousness, and repentance
that can avert God’s evil decree during the Days of Awe. We
must not attempt to root out our sense of guilt, but to master and
to utilize it. This is the challenge of our time. Contemporary
men and women do not require false prophets of doom like Her-
bert Marcuse to “liberate” mankind from guilt by unbridling
human libido from the yoke of sanctity.

We are not obligated to affirm that, from a purely historical
standpoint, sin is the sole cause of Israel’s sufferings. History is,
of course, too much of a plurality of causes to be interpreted in
such monolithic terms. What is essential is that we affirm the
midrash on history which characterizes Biblical or Rabbinic
thought: namely, that when God smites Israel, or withdraws to
enable others to do so, the people of the Covenant must seck
some reason, some lesson, behind His refusal to spare the rod.

Historically, then, we can explain Israel’s sufferings as Berko-
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vits does: The nations of the world have simply not yet achieved
the necessary level of humanity in the deepest sense. Religiously,
however, we would deprive ourselves of a profound spiritual
opportunity if we exulted in our sufferings by indicting all but
ourselves. It is not masochistic to attempt to scrutinize ourselves
as the result of our sufferings; it is masochistic to gloat over our
guiltlessness in the midst of our sufferings, as if torture were our
special diversion from the boredom of perfect innocence.
Given the Liturgy’s emphasis on sin as the cause of exile,
what attitude should we take regarding our failure as Jews? We
must never feel guilty because we are Jews, but must ever deal
as Jews with our guilt. Blessed is the people whose sense of pur-
. pose and duty are such that guilt humbles them enough to recall
that God is their glory, but does not overwhelm them enough to
cause them to grow apprehensive in the task that He has as-
signed them. As Jews, we must employ every opportunity for
self-scrutiny, but never forfeit a second for self-denigration!
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