OLAMI RESOURCES HIGH HOLIDAY DISCUSSION SESSION

BASED ON RABBI YAACOV HABER AND THE OU PARDES PROJECT CONCEPT
& THE MORASHA SYLLABUS

COVID-19 has turned our world upside down. The transformation has been compared to
throwbacks to the Great Depression and World War II. How do we view such cataclysmic
events — does world history unfold randomly or is there a G-d with a plan supervising not
only humanity at large, but even each individual? Is there a difference in times of relative
calm and stability when life seems to run its own course?

The Jewish High Holidays — Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur — the Jewish New Year and
Day of Atonement, are appropriate times to explore whether or not there is Divine
involvement in our world.

Background Cases
Case A

Poker forces you to realize that, no matter your skill, luck is a powerful friend and foe, both at the table and

away from it. Sure, we control our decisions, the things that make up the usness of life. But there’s no skill in
being dealt the winning hand, just as there is no skill in onr birth — and that single fact is a governing factor
in how our lives will play out...

There’s nothing quite like that game of cards to consolidate one central lesson: Chance is just chance. 1t is
neither good nor bad. Without us to supply meaning, it’s simple noise. The cards don’t know or care who yon
are. They have no concept of fairness. They are just dealt — and we are left to deal with the fallont, to
interpret the noise. And so, the most we can do is learn to set aside what we can do nothing about and,
instead, focus on controlling what we can. (Maria Konnikova, Poker Tanght Me How to Deal With the
Hand of Fate, New York Times, June 19, 2020.)

Case B.

Specific individual Divine providence is a system of Divine governance that reflects the very close relationship
between G-d’s providence and the creations of His world. When G-d governs with specific individual Divine
providence, He is directly involved with the most minute details of an individual’s life. In the system, G-d’s
hashgacha (supervision) is not limited to what impacts an individual physically, but extends to all events that
occur in his presence. The fact that an individual observes specific events, or even happens to hear about them,
has an intended purpose. This too was designed by G-d, for within this system there is no chance. (Rabbi



Aryel Leibowitz, Hashgacha Pratis: An Exploration of Divine Providence and Free Will, pp. 31-32,
Targum Press, 2009.)

Questions and sources for discussion:

They sat together in the park

As the evening sky grew dark

She looked at him and he felt a spark tingle to his bones.
"Twas then he felt alone and wished that he'd gone straight
And watched out for a simple twist of fate.

Bob Dylan — Simple Twist of Fate

1. Tehillim (Psalms) 113:5-6 (Approx. 1000 BCE).

Who is like the L-rd, our G-d, Who dwells | mIR?% *2%0wni :nawh v PR PP n
on high, Who lowers [His eyes] to look in HahwiRaializpl
the heavens and the earth?

2. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Emunah v’Hashgachah, p. 9 (1999).

The word “supervision” includes two
facets. The first is to observe the object of
supervision in order to assess the matter
and understand what is going on with it.
The second aspect is a result of the first,
namely to decide how to respond and what
to do with the observations.

G-d’s supervision is no different; it also has
these two aspects. Firstly, G-d watches us,
since He sees and knows all, as the verse
says, “The L-rd looked from heaven; He
saw all the people” (Tehillim 33:13).
Secondly, based on G-d’s observations and
knowledge, He acts toward us and for us.

Thus, providence has two aspects:
awareness and response.
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3. Rambam, Commentary on the Mishnah, Sanhedrin 10:1 (Approx. 1180).

The tenth principle is that G-d knows the
actions of mankind and does not ignore
them, unlike those who say that “G-d has
abandoned the world.”
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4. Rambam, Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah (The Laws of the Fundamentals of Torah) 2:9

(Approx. 1180).

All of the entities of the wotld...from the
primordial form to the smallest insect in the
center of the earth — everything exists from
the power of the reality of His absolute
existence.
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5. Rabbi Chaim Volozhiner, Nefesh HaChaim, Shaar 1, Chapter 2 (1828).

The reason G-d is referred to as being “all-
powerful” is that the ways of G-d are not
like those of flesh and blood. For when a
person builds a house out of wood, he does
not create the wood of his own ability. He
just buys the wood that has already been
created and assembles it into a building.
Once he has completed it according to
plan, he leaves it as it is, and it continues to
exist.

Not so for G-d. In His infinite power, He
created this world out of nothing. And ever
since creation, the world only continues to
exist every day and every single second by
virtue of the Divine force and pristine
radiance infused into it according to His
will. Were G-d to remove the force of His
influence for even a second, it would all
cease to exist. This is in line with the
morning Yotzer Ohr prayer established by
the Men of the Great Assembly, “He
continually renews His creation each day,
constantly.” That is, literally “constantly,”
every instant and every second...
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6. Rabbi Chaim Freidlander, Siftei Chaim, Emunah V’Hashgacha, Volume 1, p. 15

(1999).

At each and every second, G-d, by virtue of
His will, causes the entire creation to exist,
from the smallest creature to the biggest. So
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when we see a little fly alive and fluttering
around, we should meditate and think to
ourselves that right now G-d is granting it
life and the ability to move. Likewise,
people live and function at each instant
only because G-d makes it so at each
moment.
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7. Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, Derech Hashem, Part II, Chapter 1:3 (1730’s).

The human race, however, is different from
all other species, since it was given free will
and the ability to attain either perfection or
deficiency. Man is therefore a proactive,
moving influence, and not merely passive.
The Providence dealing with man must
therefore also be different from that
concerning other species. In the case of
man, [Providence| must oversee and
scrutinize every detail of his activities, and
produce consequences in response to his
conduct and actions. All of a person’s
deeds, as well as the outcome of those
deeds, are scrutinized, and Providence is
then extended to him in the particular
manner that suits the consequences, and
[the individual is judged] measure for
measure, as will be discussed in a later
chapter.

This is not true, however, of any species
other than man. The members of other
species are acted upon, but have no
influence themselves. They merely exist to
maintain the species as a whole, according
to the nature of its spiritual Root.
Providence is thus merely extended to
maintain the Root and its branches,
according to the inherent nature and
function of that Root.

Human beings, on the other hand, act and
exert influence as individuals. They
therefore require individual Providence, and
everything must be the result of their deeds,
no more and no less.
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8. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Siftei Chaim,
(1999).

Emunah Ve-Hashgachah, Volume 1, p. 25

The concept of specific individual Divine
Providence incorporates a couple of
concepts. Firstly, the judgment and
supervision concern the individual person,
who is judged and guided specifically
according to his own actions, unlike the
animals that are judged in general for the
perpetuation of their species.

It also means that G-d does not judge a
person for his general actions but for each
action that he makes. G-d guides a person
on this basis in order to give him reward or
punishment.
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9. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Siftei Chaim,

Moadim, Vol. 2, p. 323 (1989).

When we are disconnected from G-d and
are unaware of Him, then G-d does not
show His providence. It appears as if the
hand of nature rules over us.

To the degree that we strengthen our belief
in His providence, that is how much we will
merit the manifestation of His special
providence over us.
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10. Talmud Bavli, Niddah 16b (Apptox. 500 CE).

Rav Chanina bar Pappa taught: The angel
appointed on pregnancy...takes the drop
and brings it before G-d and says: “Master
of the Wortld, what will become of this
drop? Will he be strong or weak, intelligent
ot dull, rich or poorr”

But whether he will be righteous or evil is
not discussed [and not determined], as
Rabbi Chanina taught: “All is in the hands
of Heaven except for the awe [awareness]
of Heaven.”
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11. Rashi, Berachot 33b (1040-1105).

Everything that comes upon a person is in
the hands of the Holy One, for example: if
he will be tall or short, poor or wealthy,
wise or foolish, white skinned or black,
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everything is in the hands of Heaven. But
becoming a righteous person or becoming
an evil person doesn’t come from Heaven.
This He gave into the hand of man. He
placed in front of him two paths, and man
should choose for himself the awe of G-d.
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12. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, Vol. I,

p. 168 (1988).

Every person needs to know that he has
importance. Not an imagined importance
that he “considers himself as special”...
rather a deeply profound importance that is
even shocking.

The Talmud states, “Each and every person
must declare, “The world was created for
me’ (Sanhedrin 37a). Rashi explains that this
means I am considered as important as the
entire wotld ...

“Like the entire world” — This is the one-
time life experience of a particular person —
there was never a person like him and nor
will there ever be a person like him
throughout history. I, with my special
character strengths, the child of my parents,
born at a specific time period, and in a
certain environment — certainly there is a
unique challenge that is placed upon me. 1
have a special share in the Torah, and the
entire world is waiting for me to actualize
that which is incumbent upon me. For my
role cannot be exchanged with anyone else
in the world!
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13. Bereishis 32:25 — The Angel of Esav confronts Yaakov Avinu.

And Yaakov was left alone and a man
wrestled with him until the break of
Dawn.
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14. Rashi, Bereishis 32:25 (1040-1105)

[Yaakov] forgot his small containers and
returned for them [ to the other side of
the river].
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15. Talmud Bavli Chullin 91a (Approx. 500).

And Yaakov remained alone. Rebbe
Elazar said that he returned on account of
his small containers. From here we learn
that the righteous love their possessions
more than themselves (since it appears he
endangered himself to return for the
containers). Why do they love their
property so much? Because the righteous
do not involve themselves in theft.
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16. Rabbi Yosef Tzvi Salant, Be’er Yosef, Parshas Vayishlach (1972).

It is very difficult to understand that loving
one’s possessions more than one’s physical
body should be an attribute of the
righteous, for isn’t it written in the Book

of Job (2:4), “Skin for the sake of skin!
Whatever a person has, he would
relinquish to spare his life.” This is the
nature of every person. This should doubly
apply to the righteous for they surely
would not risk themselves for something
as inconsequential as small containers.
These containers should not have been
worth the time or the effort to go and
return for them in the middle of the night.
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17. Be’er Yosef, Parshas Vayishlach (1972).

The intent of the Talmud’s statement,
“Their possessions are more beloved than
their bodies” is that they should physically
exert themselves for their possessions. And
this principle is addressed in the Talmud
(Yoma 38b), “No one can touch an object
that is meant for someone else, even the
slightest bit.” We derive from this that
there is special providence over every
owned object, even the most seemingly
inconsequential object. For each object is
directed specifically to its owner.
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This principle is also discussed in the
Talmud (Sotah 2a): This home is destined
for so and so, this field is destined for so
and so” ...

Since this item is directed to its owner by
Heaven, the item is appropriate and
carefully measured for the needs of its
owner. Therefore, the righteous know how
to value and appreciate everything that
comes into their possession, whether
expensive or of little value, because it is
through Divine Providence that this item
belongs to them. And certainly this object
is necessary for them to help them
actualize their potential. Therefore, the
righteous do not spare any trouble or
effort to prevent the loss of any of their
possessions.
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18. Be’er Yosef, Parshas Vayishlach (1972).

We can explained the following Talmud
passage (Chullin 91a) along the same lines:
Rebbe Yehoshua ben Levi said, “We learn
from here that the dust rose from their feet
during their altercation up to the Throne
of Glory in Heaven. [We derive this as
follows:] It is written here (Bereishis 32:25)
“He wrestled with him,” and it is written
there (Nachum 1:3), “And clouds are the
dust at His feet.”!

...and according to what we have
explained we may suggest that this angel,
who, as the Sages explain, was the minister
of Esav, the Accuser, and the evil
inclination, wanted to challenge and deter
Yaakov from his pure and strong faith (in
hashgachabh pratis).

This is what the Sages had in mind when
they said: “Their dust rose up to the Throne of
Glory;” that is, there was an ideological
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1 The first verse quoted refers to the struggle between Yaakov and the angel of Esav. The word for “and
he wrestled” is 7aN'l. Its root is 72X, which we see from the second verse quoted means “dust.” This
indicates that the wrestling between Yaakov and the angel involved dust.




confrontation between Yaakov and Esav
regarding whether even those things that
are seemingly minute and insignificant like
the dust that man tramples with his

feet are also overseen directly from the
lofty heights of the Throne of Glory.
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19. Be’er Yosef, Parshas Vayishlach (1972).

This principal of hashgachah pratis is
expressed in writing in the name of the
Vilna Gaon (in the book Imrei

Noam) regarding the part of the blessing of
Asher Yatzar, “.. 1t is well known before Yonr
Throne of Glory...” Why should this phrase
be mentioned in the blessing after using
the restroom? The purpose is to counter
those who contend that it is impossible
that G-d is interested, supervises and
directs such a lowly world. Therefore, we
declare, “Before Your Throne of Glory”...to
say that even from there G-d is supervising
such mundane things.
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20. Complete ArtScroll Siddur, Asher Yatzar Blessing upon exiting the lavatory, p. 15

(Approx. 520 BCE/AS Translation 1984).

Blessed are You, G-d, our L-rd, King of the
universe, Who formed man with wisdom,
and created within him openings and
cavities. It is obvious and known before
Your Throne of Glory that if a single one
of them were to be ruptured or blocked, it
would be impossible to exist and to stand
before You. Blessed are You, G-d, Who
heals all flesh and acts wondrously.
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