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Dear Friends and Colleagues,

As is my wife’s family’s annual custom, we gathered this past Friday afternoon
before the first Seder to watch the redemptive procession of the Jews out of
Egypt — the literal yetziat mitzrayim — in Cecil B. DeMille’s epic film, The Ten
Commandments. In addition to the particular dissonance — a week after the
March for our Lives — of once again reconciling to former NRA president
Charlton Heston playing Moses, this was the first year in which a handful of our
children and nieces and nephews clamored to continue watching through the
crossing of the Yam Suf / Red Sea, and beyond that, to see the waters crash in
upon Pharaoh’s chariots.
 
The request prompted a bit of parental backstaging as the adults in the room
exchanged some veiled questions and cryptic facial expressions. At issue, of
course, was our discomfort with the vengeance motif that’s part and parcel of
the Exodus story. We recoil at the collective punishment of makat bechorot /
the slaying of the firstborn. We make a point of not licking the wine off our
fingers after diminishing our joy by 10 drops for the plagues suffered by the
Egyptians. We pointedly skip Shfoch Chamatcha, the spasm of retributive
violence that erupts from the pages of the Haggadah near the end of the Seder:
 
Pour your wrath upon the nations that did not know You and upon the
kingdoms that did not call upon Your Name! Since they have consumed
Ya'akov and laid waste his habitation (Psalms 79:6-7). Pour out Your fury upon
them and the fierceness of Your anger shall reach them (Psalms 69:25)! You
shall pursue them with anger and eradicate them from under the skies of God
(Lamentations 3:66).
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And we take comfort from the text in the Babylonian Talmud (Sanhedrin 39b)
that demonstrates God’s own ambivalence about the vengeance God has
wrought: “[When] the ministering angels desired to recite a song before the
Holy One, Blessed be God. The Holy One, Blessed be God, said to them: ‘My
handiwork (i.e., the Egyptians) are drowning in the sea, and you are reciting a
song before Me?’”
 
And yet, when we ultimately acceded to our children’s request, I was struck by
the almost visceral sense of righteousness — felt both by the kids and myself
— at seeing the Egyptian military washed away. I understood again, in a deep
way, the sense of schadenfreude that must have animated Miriam with her
timbrels and the ecstatic cry of B’nai Yisrael, echoed daily in Shacharit:
 
You split the waters of the sea. The faithful You rescued; the wicked drowned.
The waters engulfed Israel's enemies; not one of the arrogant remained
alive.... “Who is like you, Adonai, among all that is worshipped! Who is like You,
majestic in holiness, awesome in splendor, working wonders!”
 
It was the same triumphalism I felt at the crescendos of Quentin Tarantino’s
fantasias of vengeance, “Django Unchained” and “Inglourious Basterds”: when
Django dynamites Candyland, the allegorical stand-in for all the depredations of
American slavery; when Shoshanna and the titular heroes machine gun,
immolate, and then detonate Hitler and the Nazi High Command, decapitating
the Third Reich.
 
What to do with these diametrically opposed perspectives — the urge to seek
vengeance and the urge to forgo it? I’ll be honest and say I’m really not sure.
On the one hand, I can’t argue with Cynthia Ozick’s impassioned argument in
Simon Wiesenthal’s anthology The Sunflower that “What we call vengeance is
the act of bringing public justice to evil — not by repeating the evil, not by
imitating the evil, not by initiating a new evil, but by making certain never to
condone the old one; never even appearing to condone it…” She goes on to
argue that the failure to exact vengeance is itself a crime against the victim and
a negation of her or his suffering.
 
On the other hand, I can’t help but wonder how Ozick would respond to the
Dalai Lama, writing in the same compilation, who recounted a meeting with a
Tibetan monk after the latter had served 18 years in a Chinese prison. He
asked the monk to describe the greatest danger he confronted in prison, and
the monk responded that what he feared most was losing his compassion for



the Chinese.
 
At the same time, when it comes to the practical implications, one could do
worse than reflect on Buck Grangerford’s education of Huck Finn:
 
“Well,” says Buck, “a feud is this way: A man has a quarrel with another man,
and kills him; then that other man’s brother kills HIM; then the other brothers,
on both sides, goes for one another; then the COUSINS chip in—and by and by
everybody’s killed off, and there ain’t no more feud. But it’s kind of slow, and
takes a long time.”
 
Maybe it’s a fool’s errand to try to reconcile these incompatible perspectives
and instead, as with much of the majesty of the Seder, to acknowledge their
uncomfortable coexistence as part of our tradition and, likely, our hardwired
moral and behavioral psychology. This is not to absent ourselves from this
ethical question at the heart of the Seder, but to keep its urgency at the
forefront. To hold the Seder’s theme of Socratic questioning, we might ask not
whether vengeance or compassion, but when, in the arc of a people’s journey
from power to powerlessness and back again, and at what cost — to individuals
and communities — which kinds of action. Or perhaps it is the choice itself that
is mistaken. To draw on the child who does not know how to ask, is there a
world in which something else replaces the dichotomy of vengeance and
compassion?
 
Chag sameach,
Aaron
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GIVING
 

Giving is a collaboration between organizations, funders, participants, and those who
partner either as observers or formal evaluators to strive to learn more from the work
being done. Within the foundation, I’m pleased to have a new colleague to
collaborate with both on our learning about grantees and about the foundation’s
internal projects. To that end, Ayalon and I have put together a brief anonymous
survey (please see Learning section below) – whether you’re a current or past
Lippman Kanfer Foundation for Living Torah grantee we’d love to get your feedback.
But if you have received a grant from us, we’d especially encourage you to share
your thoughts with us since there are some questions about making reporting
valuable included in the brief survey. How we tell stories is so important. At Passover
we utilize four questions to prompt the telling of our people’s story; as grantmakers
what questions should we use to better understand and internalize the stories of our
grantee partners?

Best,
Dara
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Please take a few (fewer than five) minutes to complete our brief anonymous survey.
Thank you!

LEARNING
In my new role at Lippman Kanfer Foundation for Living Torah, I have the privilege of
directing our learning and communications. At first glance, learning and
communicating may not seem like they are directly related. Yet they are inseparable
for how we see our work.  

The intimate connection between learning and sharing has deep roots in the Jewish
tradition. Almost 2,000 years ago, Rabbi Yishmael proposed two different goals of
learning: (1) learning for the purpose of sharing; and (2) learning so that it can be
applied (Pirkei Avot 4:5). He did not even consider the possibility of learning that
could not be shared or applied. And neither do we.

But what does it mean to share learning?

One possibility is that the learner accumulates information and then shares it with
others. In this framing, the source of learning is distinct from the people with whom it
is shared. It is a unidirectional process.

There is a different approach, however, that recurs throughout the body of Living
Torah – one that was summarized succinctly in a saying attributed to a number of
early rabbis: “I have learned a lot from my teachers, and more from my friends, but
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the most from my students” (Babylonian Talmud, Ta’anit 7a; Makkot 10a). In this
model, the person with whom learning is shared is actually the source of learning.  

Looked at this way, the distinction between teacher and student disappears.
Learning is a cyclical process in which ideas are developed and refined as they travel
between people. It’s a nice idea, but how do we get learning to actually flow this
way?

The Pesach Haggadah, read by millions of people around the world last week, offers
a very helpful mechanism. What makes this night different than all other nights? For
starters, we ask a lot of questions. Even the wise child is defined not by knowing
everything, but rather by asking a great question. Approaching each other from a
place of curiosity, rather than certainty, we open ourselves up to the type of learning
that Jewish wisdom has encouraged for thousands of years.

With that in mind, we would love if you would take a few (fewer than five) minutes to
answer the questions in a brief anonymous survey so we can learn more about your
experiences with grants and our newsletter. I am really excited to continue learning
together!

Warmly,
Ayalon
 

At what cost do we try to find harmony?
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Sh'ma Now looks at Shalom Bayit - Peace in the Home. 
 

SHARING
This book review by Simon Schama of Jonathan Weisman's (((Semitism))) is an
interesting contribution to the larger conversations we’ve been having about being
Jewish in America in this complex moment.

Register here for a West Coast convening organized by our partner grantee,
Amplifier, where you can learn how to build your own giving circle - an intentional
community that engages with Jewish values and leverages shared resources to
create real impact, no matter the dollar amount.

Check out the new Public Groups feature on Sefaria, including our own group that
has source sheets on Jewish Sensibilities.

 
What else should we be sharing?  

Click here to send us your recommendations!
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