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Back in Elul of 2023, when | began this year of writing Divrei Torah for the holidays, we didn’t
know what devastation lay ahead. In retrospect, each of the Divrei Torah I’'ve written this year
can be read in light of the events of October 7. Each holiday celebrated, every encounter
with Torah, is refracted through the lens of the last 11 months. If there has been a theme that
has tied all of this Torah together it is: How do we observe and mourn and celebrate our holy
days in light of a continually unfolding tragedy that plagues our people and the people in
Gaza? Or, perhaps: Is Torah equipped to help us make sense of such devastation and what

meaning can we glean from Torah in this period of violence and loss?

We are still reeling from loss and we are on the brink of a new war. There are still 101 hostages
being held by Hamas. This past Sunday and Monday, we mourned the loss of six beautiful
individuals who miraculously managed to stay alive for nearly a year in captivity, only to be
executed by Hamas close to a potential rescue. What was unthinkable has become a reality
that we have been forced to accept for the past 11 months. Thousands of Israeli families have
been shattered by October 7" and its continued unfolding. Over 40,000 Palestinians have

been killed in the war in Gaza.
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Additionally, across the Jewish community we are fiercely divided from one another. We

shout at each other from our respective sides and can’t fathom the position of the other. We

are outraged and appalled.

In America, we are preparing for an election that many of us can’t bear to think about and
can’t stop thinking about. What will this next year bring? What will it bring for Israel and

Gaza? For the Jewish community? For America?

As this Jewish calendar year ends and we prepare to begin once again, | struggled to find the
words with which to transition to a new cycle of Torah. In this past year, we have touched on
themes of resilience, uncertainty, loss, and mourning—all painfully relevant given the events

of this past year. What else is there to say? What more can Torah have to offer us?

And then I realized, it all comes back to hope. As R. Jonathan Sacks z”l wrote, “Hope is one of
the very greatest Jewish contributions to Western civilisation, so much so that | have called
Judaism ‘the voice of hope in the conversation of humankind.”* The Jewish people know

loss and yet it always comes back to hope.

As we prepare to end one cycle of Torah reading and begin another, | want to share a new
midrash written by R. Yael Vurgan after October 7*". R. Vurgan is the rabbi for a community of
kibbutzim in Israel that comprises Shaar HaNegev, all of which closely border Gaza. In the
immediate aftermath of October 7™, R. Vurgan was on the phone all day with her congregants
who were begging for help. She performed several impossibly painful funerals in the days that

followed and pastored her broken community. And, then she wrote this midrash of hope.

! “The Birth of Hope,” essay for Parashat BeHukkotai 5779, available here:
https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/bechukotai/the-birth-of-hope/.
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She begins by bringing two different prophecies that seem to contradict one another:

Yael said, “All my days, | grieved over this verse: ‘And God said to 7V nyoxn MM Y NN

her, two nations are in your belly, and two peoples will go their D'ia QY AT "N MmN Nt RN
separate ways from your bowels, and one people another will 211179 J'VAN DANY Y 012
overpower, and the elder will serve the younger’ (Genesis .(23,M n'wxN1) "ryy Ty
25:23). NRIQ] NP2 NYNAY TYODN ' NIRYI
“And | asked: How did Rebekah hear this harsh prophecy while A NWNT" Ynw 'Y I7NILIT YR
Isaiah heard ‘no nation will take up a sword against another’ "N Tiv 4™y K720 tia X
(Isaiah 2:4)?”? 2(1,anve)

She asks how can it be that Rebekah heard a prophecy of two nations doomed to always be at
war with another, one nation overpowering the other, while Isaiah teaches of a time in which

no nation will be at war and we will leave our swords behind?

In the midrash, she then brings story after story of brothers between whom there was once
enmity finding their way toward reconciliation: Yitzhak and Yishmael, Ya’akov and Esav, Yosef
and his brothers. Our Torah is replete with story after story of conflict between brothers, and
in story after story, eventually the brothers find their way back to one another. Until
ultimately, we arrive at two brothers between whom there was no enmity, but only love:

Moshe and Aharon:

“And | heard most of the people and the leaders saying, N¥17 :0MNIN 1'A'N1A1 DY 2N '"Mynyl

‘We will live by the sword forever.” And | grieved and wept ,TIV D121 NIYLVXN MUNI 2NN 72V NN

2R. Yael Vurgan, “One People to Another,” forthcoming in the second translated volume of Dirshuni:
Contemporary Women'’s Midrash (and the third Hebrew volume).
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even more, that they prefer that bad prophecy that NYNYY NYIN NXIDIN NNIK D02 7Y
Rebekah heard over the good one. .N210N 19 7Y ,npan
“Until a poem came into my hands: dT7YNAY TY
‘I will believe in the future too, , MY D2 NI'ARN
even if it is far off today, ,DI'N T PN DN X
but it will come, they will come bearing peace, DI7Y INY' - K12 K1 N
and then, blessings, one people to another.”” .ON'7n DX7 NDMI TN

R.Vurgan asks: Why is it that the people and the leaders seem to have only heard the first
prophecy about Rebekah in which there will always be two nations at war, one overpowering
the other? Why have they given up on Isaiah’s prophecy of peace? She grieves and longs for
the prophecy of Isaiah in which no nation will lift up sword against nation. What about that

prophecy? What about that world?

The character in this midrash discovers the poem of 20" century Russian-born Hebrew poet
Shaul Tchernichovsky, who writes of a future, far off from today, but a future nonetheless of
peace “ON'7n ONY7 - one people to another.” This phrase is the same that we hear in God’s
words to Rebekah, one people mightier than the other—but in Tchernichovsky’s poem these
words are used to speak of the blessings shared from one nation to another rather than the
enmity inherent in the relationship. Tchernichovsky overturns this prophecy of dueling
nations into a belief in a future of nations at peace with one another, sharing blessings nx?
oX'7M. The language of his poem is powerful and resonant: even if it is far off today, still,

there’s a hope and a belief in this future world.

R.Vurgan’s midrash ends:
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“And | rejoiced a great joy that Tchernikhovsky had 79N '702INIY0 XAY N71ITA NNNY 'MNNYI
come and turned the first prophecy upside down, and NXIQ1D NXYYIN'D 7V NIYKRIN NRIQIN
made it like the second, better one. And | too, chose to |'ARN7 1IN D2 'MNDALL,NIANA NAIVN NMIYN
believe in it, with all my heart and all my might. JSTINN 7021179010 M
“And | would go about in the city and call out, and LA NRAIFEY W NAINNa NI el
shout, ‘The two nations can, they can, live on this land YOIRD 7V NI'NT 0'yn v 19910 7213 Nyt
in peace, share its blessings and be a blessing to one NOI2 N7 NMIDIA DX 21707 ,017w21TH
another!”” Int?nr

R. Vurgan too chooses to believe in the prophecy of Isaiah, a prophecy in which no nation

shall lift up sword against nation, in Tchernikhovsky’s world of blessings and peace.

This feels like an impossible world to believe in right now. To call it “far off” feels like an
understatement. And yet, if R. Vurgan can believe in this world, despite her firsthand
encounters with the massacres of October 7%, in which she was called to bury close friends

and community members, perhaps | too can or must choose to believe in this future world.

This is part of what Torah can offer us. Torah can offer us a language for sadness when we
struggle to find the words to articulate our own feelings of immense loss. Torah can offer us a
framework for resilience in moments in which taking the next step feels impossible. And,
Torah can offer us a language for hope even when the reality in which we wish to be living is
beyond imagination. In Torah and in midrash, we can imagine that a different world, a better

world, might be possible.

In her poem, “Dreams Before Waking,” Adrienne Rich writes,
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What would it mean to live

in a city whose people were changing
each other’s despair into hope?—

You yourself must change it.—

what would it feel like to know

your country was changing?—

You yourself must change it.—

Although your life felt arduous

new and unmapped and strange

what would it mean to stand on the first

page of the end of despair?®

Rich’s poem is a twofold call to action. First, to imagine that another world is possible, a
world of hope and not despair. And second, she calls on us to be the person that creates this
world. To feel as if we are connected to a city of people working together to change “each
other’s despair into hope,” to create a new reality far better than the one in which we are

living.

I don’t know what lies ahead of us in the year to come. As Rich writes, the path forward may
be arduous, new, unmapped and strange, but | pray for all of us, as we transition from the
cycle of one Torah reading to another, that we stand on the first page of the end of our

despair.

* “Dreams Before Waking,” in Your Native Land, Your Life © Adrienne Rich, 1986.
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