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Lhe eminent rabbi, Yaakov Galinsky, who resides in the holy
city of Bnai Brak, Israel, relates an amazing story that illustrates this
point. During the Communist regime in Russia, he was incarcer-
ated in Siberia. Every morning the rabbi, and the others in his unit,

~ would be marched off to hack “breaking slave labor. When they re- |

(p turned at nightfall, they would collapse from sheer exhaustion. Days
and' nights merged and there was no relief from their dismal exis-
tence. Among the pnsoncrs in the rabbi’s unit was a dlstmgulshed— '

looking gcntleman, who, even in that Gehmnom,_ somehow man-
aged to retain his digniry.

-t “One night, while all were aslecp, the rabbi was awakened by
some movement. He saw this prisoner arise from his pallet and,
from under the maztress, remove a uniform with many medals. The
man put.on the uniform and then took out a mirror, studied him-
" self, whispered a few words, and saluted. Then he quickly exchanged

16 the uniform for his prisoner’s garb and went back to sleep.

: “Rabbi Galinsky couldn’ believe his eyes. He didn’t understand
what this man was doing and decided that he would wait to see if he
repeated this ritual the fol]owmg mght And sure enough he djd

s i

“Ata foss to comprehend this strange behavior, he decided o ask
A G what it was all absur, The man trned ashen; he was terribly
agitated at having been detected.

““Please don't be frightened,” Rabbi Gahnsky assured him, ‘T Would
never betray you — I just want to understand what you are doing,’
“The man confided that, prior to his arrest, he had been a general
in the Polish afmy. ‘But,” he went on, “in Siberia, it easy to lose
sight of who I'really am, so every night, I put on my uniform and
medals and look in the mirror to remind myself that even here in
this evil place, I should never forget who I really am.
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/ [he views of Maimonides and Nahmanides can be reconciled.

Both regarded prayer as meaningful only if it is derived from
. sense of tzarah. They differ in their understanding of the word.
daimonides regarded daily life itself as being existentially in

straits, inducing in the sensitive person feelings of despair, a
brooding sense of life’s meaninglessness, absurdity, Jack of fulfiil-
ment. It is a persmtent tzarah which exists beihol yor, daily.
The word rzarah connotes more than external trouble; Lg_sgg-
gests an emotional and intellectual condition in which man sees
himself as hopelessly trapped in a vast, :mpersonal universe,
desolate, without hope. Certainly, the Psalmist’s cry, min ha-
metzar karaii Yak, “Our of my straits, I have called upon the
Lord™ (118:5), refers to an inner, rather an externally induced,
state of constriction and oppression.

" Out of this sense of discomfiture prayer emerges. Offered in

(G omfort and : securny prayer is a paradox, modern methods of

uburbau worship. and plush synagogues nolwnhstandlng The
desire for proximity of wife and children at services comes from
a need for security and comfort. Real prayer is derived from
loneliness, helplessness, and a sense of dcpendence Thus, while
Nahmanides dealt only with “surface crisis,” public distress,
tzarot 1zibbur, Maimonides regarded all life as a “depth crisis,”
a {zarat yahid.

These two types of fzarah vary in many aspects. The “‘surface
tzarah” of Nahmanides is an external crisis which arises in-
dependently of man. It emerges out of the environment and
usually appears suddenly. Our plight is discernible to the eye;
we-see it, feel it, suffer pain and anxiety. One need not be a
reflective, introspective or a brooding type to perceive this crisis;

, the simplest person experiences it, whether it be poverty, illness,
famine, war, or death. It strikes like a hurricane; the Biblical

tokhehah, with its threats of dire punishment if Israel be untrue

to' its covenant, speaks precisely of this kind of crisis. It may
strike a community or an individual. It is a tzarah which can be
shared with others, through empathy and sympathy.

3p The ‘‘depth tzarah™ . Maimonides, however, is an inner,

2

persanal, clandestine, and undefined crisis which is not readily
manifest to the eye; it is perceived only by thinking and sensitive

{persons who wish to identify with it. It can be evaded, shunted
aside by superficial people, who will thereby avoid being affected.
Others, however, search for it and willingly accept it. This type
of ‘crisis cannot be attributed to man’s stupidity, negligence or
incompetence, as can the ‘“‘surface crisis.” The “depth crisis” is
.clearly beyond solution; it is an existential reality, a condition
of human existence. It will be felt more poignantly by persons
of "greater intelligence and imaginative perception; the wiser
and more sensitive one is, the greater the crisis. It is rooted in
man'’s essence, his metaphysical origin. It is existential, not social,
political, or economic.

Q The Torah bids man actively to combat and possibly eliminate
superficial, external crises. The ills of poverty, disease, and war
are debilitating and impair our spiritual freedom. The Torah,
however, encourages man to submit to and embrace the ex-

»perience of the ‘“‘depth crisis.”” Thereby does man truly grasp
the reality of his condition and become stirred to great heights
of the spirit. For this “‘depth crisis,” there is no solution exﬁ_g_

prayer. “Surface crisis’” can be overcome the existential crisis
can only be met by prayer.
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