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This week is my grandfather’s yartzeit.  I know because of the Torah portion, Re’eh, “see.”  I remember reading this portion when I had to eulogize the loss of this hugely influential man in my life.

Our Torah portion has the famous line, “I put before you this day blessing and curse.”

What the Torah portion means is that we have a choice, to follow the commandments and be blessed, or to not and be cursed.  But like many lines in Torah,  this one verse holds so much wisdom.

Is there anything in life that is not both good and bad?  Even the happiest of times, a wedding for example, the couple needs to mourn the loss of their single selves, the parents need to separate and mourn that their little boy or girl has grown up. . . even with the birth of a child, there is a loss of freedom.  Even in the highest of joys, the losses are very real.  

But what about pain?  Is  curse always accompanied by blessing?  Is there always a silver lining?

Although I am young, I have seen real pain, and I cannot say that there is always an “up side”.  I could not sit next to a parent who lost a child and say – it’s part of God’s plan.  That doesn’t mean that I don’t believe there is a plan.  I just don’t think it is necessarily helpful.  To say that this curse is a blessing as well, does not always fit.

The most famous example of this is the Holocaust.  And some argue that Israel is the blessing that came out of the flames, and while it is true that we may not have had the support to re-create the Jewish homeland without the guilt the other nations felt; there is truly nothing that can be a consolation for the loss of so many lives.

My grandfather was a survivor.  He had a wife, Sara, and a daughter Rachel who died in the camps.  His mother, also a Sara, and ten other family members died before the Holocaust, during the pogroms.  They had gone to temple, the towns people bolted the doors shut, set the building on fire, and if my grandfather and his brother had not been sick they would have died with the rest of their family that day.

My grandfather barely survived the horror that ensued; he lost so much, so many loved ones, so much weight, lost his home, his faith in the government. . .  But he never lost his faith in God, or his faith in other people.

While he came out irreparably scarred, he began a new family, and somehow was able to still function as a rabbi, leading others to faith in God, carrying on the tradition, teaching its beauty and its worth.  It was very hard for him to love again, after losing all he had loved . . . the curse that befell him lead to pain for his new family, but miraculously, it also lead to blessings for others.  
My grandfather made it his mission to speak at as many schools as he could, teaching the importance of tolerance, of sticking up for the little guy, of not standing idly by.  
He wrote a book that will continue to teach others about what it means to have faith in the worst of circumstances.  He believed that Judaism was “Indistructable” and taught others to embrace their faith and walk in God’s path.
I remember asking my grandfather how he could believe in God after going through the Holocaust, and he said, “God didn’t do this, people did.”

His faith helped him to survive, and is something he passed on to me, one of my blessings.

“I put before you today blessing and curse.”
While what we experience in life is a mix of blessings and curse, joy and pain; our actions, our choices, how we choose to live our lives is not so mingled.  
WE can choose to put more blessings into the world, to live out the teachings of our faith which meant so much to my grandfather.  

WE can choose to be an “Am Kadosh”, a “light unto the nations”; WE can choose not to stand idly by, to be a people who stand apart.  We can choose blessing despite what might befall us.  If my grandfather could, how hard is it for us who have it so easy in comparison?
“God did not do this, people did.”

SO, I would like to end by paraphrasing another amazing man who is also a survivor, but of another kind, Ghandi . . . on this Shabbat let’s “be the [blessings] that we want to see in the world.”

Meditation question of the week:  Will  you choose blessing?
