DAYS OF FEAR OR DAYS OF AWE?
Rabbi Gordon Tucker
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It happened that a prayer leader bowed too many times, and Rabbi (Judah the Patriarch)
removed him; Rabbi Yohanan says that Rabbi reprimanded him, However, the practice is that
the entire tefillah is done in a bowed posture on days of mercy, such as fast days and yamim
nora’im. (Yerushalmi Berakhot 1:8)

I. HOW FEAR MISGUIDES US

Madden, Mary Ann, Maybe He’s Dead (Hilarious Results of New York Magazine Competitions)

| (1) What I Should Have Said / (2) What | Said

(1) "Look, there's a lot of traffic, and he's probably been stuck in a meeting all day and didn't
get your message, or he'd have called. I'm sure there's nothing to worry about." (2) "Maybe
he's dead."

Boorstein, Sylvia, It’s Easier Than You Think, pg. 39
Fearfulness is a mind habit. Some people have it more than others. It is always extra. Being
trapped by fear is a delusion.
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Deliver me, | pray, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau; else, | fear, he may
come and strike me down, mothers and children alike.

From: Schulweis, Harold, For Those Who Can’t Believe, pg. 102

The questions of the service were familiar: “How many shall pass away and how many shall be
born; who shall live and who shall die?” But the response — “Repentance, prayer, and
righteousness avert the severe decree” — for the first time carried a terrifying implication. It
seemed to me as | read this that my own liturgy was binding my fate to my behavior; that my
iliness, seen in this light, has been the result of some terrible unknown transgression, and that
the ultimate punishment for failure to discover and correct it could be my death.
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Il. THE OTHER FACE OF YIR’AH
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You shall consume the tithes of your new grain and wine and oil, and the firstlings of your herds

and flocks, in the presence of the LORD your God, in the place where He will choose to establish
His name, so that you may learn to revere the LORD your God forever.
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You shall each revere his mother and his father, and keep My sabbaths: | the LORD am your
God.
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And now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God demand of you? Only this: to revere the LORD
your God, to walk only in His paths, to love Him, and to serve the LORD your God with all your
heart and soul.
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Shaken, he said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the abode of God, and
that is the gateway to heaven.”
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In the name of all Israel, this is for the purpose of uniting the Blessed Holy One and the
Shekhinah with worshipful awe and love, so that the Divine Name becomes perfectly One.




Ill. LOVE, NOT FEAR
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On that day Rabbi Joshua ben Hyrcanus expounded: Job only served the Holy One, blessed be
He, from love: as it is said...... “Until | die | will maintain my integrity” (Job 27:5), this teaches
that what he did was from love. Rabbi Joshua [ben Hananiah] said: who will remove the dust
from your eyes, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, since you had expounded all your life that Job
only served the Omnipresent from fear, as it is said, “A blameless and upright man that fears
God and shuns evil” (Job 1:8). But now Joshua, the student of your student, taught that what
he did was from love.
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Reish Lakish said: Great is repentance; it converts intentional sins into unwitting
transgressions.....But didn’t Reish Lakish say: Great is repentance; it converts intentional sins
into merits! This is not a contradiction: The latter is referring to repentance out of love, and the
former to repentance out of fear.

IV. RAV KOOK SPELLS OUT THE CRUCIAL DIFFERENCE
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And now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God demand of you? Only this: to revere the LORD
your God, to walk only in His paths, to love Him, and to serve the LORD your God with all your
heart and soul.
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Fearfulness and faintness of heart is an ugly trait. It is an impurity infecting the quality of
reverence for God; as long as it is present and not purged, one will not be able to achieve
completeness of love and joy.

Fearfulness is a bad version of yir’ah. When it mixes in, it causes the loss of all the gains to be
had from true yir'at shamayim. Therefore, one must be trained in strength and courage of
heart, so that one is fit to receive the true yir’ah, which is the essence of strength.
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The concept yir'at Adonai can be understood simplistically as fear of God. This is an external
yir’ah, since it flows from the conditions and constraints of reality. People recognize their
weakness vis a visthe infinite power of the Creator, and therefore take care not to sin. Butin
contradistinction to this understanding, the kind of yir’ah that Rav Kook treats is the yir’ah of
exaltation: it is when all people are confident in their existence and what their senses tell them,
and have a certainty that within them is a sublime stratum that transcends normal perception.
Thus, it gives rise to a feeling of pride and an aspiration to come closer to God, to understand
more and more, and thus to achieve higher and higher levels of morality and happiness.
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The principal role of Teshuvah is for the person to return to himself, to the root of his
soul.....This is true whether we consider the individual, a whole people, or the whole of
humanity....., which always becomes damaged when it forgets itself.....It is only through the
great truth of returning to oneself that the person and the people.....will return to their Creator,
to be illumined by the light of life.
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Even though a person may see no way to repair his past; even though the path ahead may be
full of obstacles; still, the will to be good, that is the breeze of the Garden of Eden that blows
through the human soul.
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| accepted Manasseh’s repentance: shall | not accept yours? A cruel decree of punishment had
been imposed upon Manasseh. Scripture says: The Lord spoke to Manasseh, and to his people;
but they gave no heed. Wherefore the Lord brought upon them the captains of the host of the
king of Assyria, who took Manasseh with hooks, etc. (2 Chron. 33:10, 11). What is meant by
with hooks? With manacles, so said R. Abba bar Kahana......\When Manasseh saw, then, that his
trouble was real trouble, there was not an idolatrous god anywhere in the world, not a one,
that he failed to call upon by name: O god so-and-so, come and deliver me! When he realized
that his appeal was availing him nothing at all, he said: | remember that my father [King
Hezekiah] had me read a particular verse, “when you are in distress because all these things
have befallen you and, in the end, return to the LORD your God and obey Him. For the LORD
your God is a compassionate God: He will not fail you nor will He let you perish.” (Deut. 4:30,
31). All right, then, | will call upon my father’s God.....At this point the ministering angels began
shutting heaven’s windows so that Manasseh’s prayer could not come up before the Holy One.
They put the question to the Holy One: A man who set up an idol in the Temple—can the
repentance of such a man be accepted? The Holy One replied: If | do not receive him in his
repentance, | shall be barring the door to all who would repent. What did the Holy One proceed
to do for Manasseh? He contrived an opening (htyrh) for his sake under His very own throne

of glory and heeded Manasseh’s supplication. Hence it is written And he prayed unto Him; and
He was entreated (wy‘tr) of him, and returned him to Jerusalem to his kingdom. (2 Chron.
33:13)..... How did He bring Manasseh back? R. Samuel bar Nahman, citing R. Aha, said that God
brought him back on a wind, for the word hsyb, “brought back,” has the specific connotation of
msyb, “brought back by being blown back,” as in the statement, “Thou bringest the wind to
blow.” Manasseh knew that the Lord He was God (ibid.), and Manasseh exclaimed: There is
judgment, and there is a Judge. And shall | not accept your repentance??
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The Sages taught: There was once an incident involving Aher, who was riding on a horse on
Shabbat, and Rabbi Meir was walking behind him to learn Torah from him. After a while, Aher
said to him: Meir, turn back, for | have already estimated and measured according to the steps
of my horse that the Shabbat boundary ends here, and you may therefore venture no further.
Rabbi Meir said to him: You, too, return to the correct path. He said to him: But have | not
already told you that | have already heard behind the dividing curtain: “Return, rebellious
children,” except for Aher?
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Failings essentially happen because one does not believe in the simplicity and ease of Teshuvah.




