Shabbat 12/19/03

“Seeing Miracles”
This Torah portion (Va-Yeshev) is overflowing with rich passages – not to mention the Haftarah and the Hannukah Haftara, and the Hannukah story itself.  Just to name a few.

We have Joseph, the coat, the pit, the slavery, the dreams, Potiphar’s wife, the dungeon, more dreams, the promotion, the reunion, the redemption, the resettling

Judah and Tamar, and Onan… much has been made of that passage…

What I want to talk about is not specific to any one narrative, but something that ties these stories together with the Chanukah story – Miracles.

As soon as I think of miracles, an Einstein quote comes to mind (though I’m paraphrasing):

There are two ways to see life: As if nothing is a miracle, or as if everything is.

Note the implication that we have a central role to play in seeing miracles.
It also occurred to me that the English word “miracle” is a bit more complicated than it seems.  One dictionary gives two possible definitions:

1: an amazing or wonderful occurrence 

2: a marvelous event manifesting an act of God

We might want to think about whether those two definitions are actually distinct…

In addition, it’s really too bad the English word “miracle” has lost the original sense of the Latin root – “mirari” means “to wonder at” so a “miraculum” was “something worthy of wonder.”  Like the Einstein quote, this etymological point places the power of miracles in the eye and heart of the beholder, rather than in some inherent property of nature or act of God.

Indeed, miracles are a matter of perception, having more to do with us as the observer than with some objective reality or divine intervention.  In other words, an event is miraculous not because God makes it so, but because we receive it and perceive it in awe.  As in the time of Joseph and the Maccabees, when our hopes are fulfilled, when our expectations are exceeded – what can we do but be filled with wonder, and say Nes Gadol Hayah Po, a Great Miracle Happened Here?
There are many miracles in the story of Joseph, and not all are supernatural acts:

Joseph is able to interpret dreams as communications from God

Joseph is freed from bondage and earns his place at the right hand of Pharaoh

Joseph’s family, thinking him dead, is reunited with him
Despite his suffering at the hand of his brothers, Joseph forgives them and offers them a place in his new home
In the Chanukah story, the miracle we celebrate is that of the oil burning supernaturally long, i.e. beyond expectations.  Perhaps mythological, this symbol is nonetheless essential to the celebration of Chanukah. And it doesn’t even make sense to say whether that actual event was “true” or “false.”  The miracle of the oil is the ritual manifestation – the piece we pass down – of those other miracles, the Jewish victory over oppression, and the rededication of the Temple.  As we celebrate the immediate, visible miracle of light, we remember the less tangible, historical miracle of freedom from oppression.
One final note, and this is my favorite part.

It’s too easy to say that we don’t live in an age of miracles anymore.  “God doesn’t really intervene like God used to.”  That’s why we should be careful to keep in mind the full resonance of the word “miracle” – if this is no longer an age of miracles, it’s not because God has stopped performing them, it’s because we have stopped seeing them. Maybe we just don’t know how – and that’s one thing that religion, done right, teaches us.
Take a moment to glance around the room, and take a mental step back to see what we’re doing, and what it means.  When I think about the centuries of oppression, segregation, discrimination, and hardship that our ancestors lived with – and, miraculously, through – I can’t help but sit in wonder here and now. It’s so simple to us – we’re just a few friends gathered for some prayers, some songs, and some food.  But from the perspective of those who came before – Nes Gadol Koreh Po, a Great Miracle is Happening Here!
May your Shabbat and your week be filled with Wonder.

Amen.
