Matan - Judaism and the ISMS
Judaism Encounters Asceticism and Hedonism - Special Purim Addition
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Talmud Bavli, Megillah 12a

The students of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai once asked him, "For what reason were the Jews of that
generation (i.e., the generation in which the Purim story took place) deserving of destruction?

He answered, "You tell me the answer." They replied, "Because they participated in the banquet of the
evil (Achashverosh)."

He said to them, "If so, then only those in Shushan should have been killed - not Jews all over the world."
They said, "Then you tell us."

He replied, "Because they prostrated themselves before an image." They said, "Was this then not an
example of favoritism?" (i.e., if they really did prostrate themselves before an image, then why were they
deserving of salvation?).

He said, "What they did was only for show (i.e., they acted not out of conviction but rather as a result of
pressure, fear and terror), and so God, too, acted only for show."

The Sin at the Root of the Purim Story, Harav Aharon Lichtenstein

Chazal do not directly address the purely halakhic aspect of the issue - after all, there is no law in the
Shulchan Arukh forbidding a person from participating in a royal banquet. Chazal even emphasize the fact
that from a halakhic point of view those who participated took pains to observe the laws of kashrut: On the
phrase, "And the drink was according to the law, no one was forced," the Midrash comments: "No one
forced them to drink 'gentile wine." In other words, they took the trouble to drink only strictly kosher wine.




Indeed, they were even careful not to drink gentile wine; this is clearly not where the problem lies. |
believe that their principal fault is comprised of two elements: one is the actual partaking of the banquet;
the other is partaking of a banquet which was not run-of-the-mill, but rather was "the banquet of an evil
man."

As the story opens, we find ourselves asking what kind of world serves as its context. In which social and
ethical framework do these events take place? If we read the account carefully, the story seems to be
unfolding in some surrealistic world where the regular concerns of a normal Jew - problems of family and
sustenance, personal and communal challenges - have no place.

In this society no one works, no one has any concern for making a living. What are they busy with all day?
One long, continuous series of parties and banquets. Imagine: for an entire half-year, "one hundred and
eighty days," they are at one continuous party. This is what characterizes the society; even while sensitive
political negotiations are underway and important issues are being discussed, Achashverosh's first
concern is for the drinks. The events take place in the metropolis of Shushan, the capital of his kingdom.
One could mention several historical analogies, from both the east and the west, all involving a focus on
festive celebrations connected to capital cities and royal palaces. Anyone reading an account of this type
of lifestyle should stop in amazement and ask himself: from the point of view of the most elementary
social justice, what is going on in this country? ....But excessive drinking also has connotations of
unruliness which finds expression in a loss of self-control and restraint. "When wine comes in, secrets
come out." Such unruliness naturally brings with it - and there is no lack of proof for this, both in literature
and in history books - corruption of a different sort. If the drinking itself is orgiastic in nature, then very
quickly the situation degenerates and takes on other orgiastic characteristics....

Acclimatizing oneself to such a world, converting this lifestyle into the parody of a value-system, where
the goal is no longer contribution to and perfection of the world, creativity and activity, but rather
squandering and reveling, drinking and eating - all of this crushes the uniqueness of Israel in particular
and the ethical uniqueness of humanity in general. We believe that man is unique in his creative ability.
His human responsibility finds expression in construction and preservation. The guiding principle in our
path of responsibility is to follow in the way of God. In several places Chazal speak of the mitzva of "You
shall walk in His ways" (Devarim 28:9) as expressing man's obligation to imitate God, as it were....

The opposite is true of the philosophy of hedonism - the distancing of oneself as far as possible from labor
and toil. The view of life as a sort of "one-hundred-and-eighty-day idyll" represents a most serious moral
deviation from our world view, our lifestyle and our philosophy. Let us emphasize once again that the
problem was not halakhic in nature. A person may drink wine which is "kosher la-mehadrin" and eat meat
which is "glatt kosher" and still, despite all this, wallow in "partaking of the banquet of the evil one." The
evil master of the banquet also knows how to buy meat at a kosher butcher. That is not the point. A
person who holds the view that every excess and every pleasure is permitted - so long as it doesn't run
counter to the laws of kosher foods or the laws of mixing meat and milk - is making a fatal mistake. While
taking pains over the tiniest details of the laws of kashrut, one may still completely miss the point of Divine
service.

The abandonment of this framework, the spiritual and existential decline from a world of weeding and
hoeing, sowing and ploughing, to a world of eating and reveling, a world of "one hundred and eighty days"
of partying and then another seven days of drinking wine - this eating and drinking (despite the "kosher
le-mdehadrin" label on all the bottles) was the reason for the decree of destruction.



Another factor was involved here as well: not just prolonged eating and gluttony, but gluttony in the
context of the banquet of such an evil person. This identification with the environment reflects an
assimilation into the surrounding society; a moral neutrality regarding Achashverosh's world.
However, even without this additional aspect - even if they had partaken in a similar banquet hosted by
someone who was not evil - they still would have been deserving of destruction.

GLATT KOSHER HEDONISM [“By His Light”, page 16-18]

In recent years, one observes on the American scene a terribly disturbing phenomenon: the spread of
hedonistic values, but with a kind of glatt-kosher packaging. There was a time when the problem of
hedonism for religious Jews didn’t often arise, because even if you wanted to have the time of your life,
there wasn’t very much that you could do. The country clubs were all barred to Jews, there weren’t many
kosher restaurants, there were no kosher nightclubs, etc. In the last decade or two, a whole culture has
developed geared towards frum Jews, where the message is enjoy, enjoy, enjoy, and everything has a
hekhsher (kosher certification) and a super-hekhsher. The message is that whatever the gentiles have,
we have too. They have trips to the Virgin Islands, we have trips to the Virgin Islands. Consequently, there
has been a certain debasement of values, in which people have a concern for the minutiae of Halakha
(which, of course, one should be concerned about), but with a complete lack of awareness of the extent to
which the underlying message is so totally non-halakhic and anti-halakhic.

Don’t misunderstand me—I am not opposed to people enjoying themselves to some extent. | am not
arguing for a totally ascetic approach to life; | don’t live that way myself, and what | don’t practice |
certainly am not going to preach. In a sense, | don’t practice it because | don’t really think that it is
demanded. (There certainly were gedolim [great rabbis] who did advocate it, but others disagreed.) The
question is something else entirely. The question is not whether there is room in human life for a person
to have a certain measure of pleasure. Rather, the question is what is his basic perspective? How much
does he involve himself in this? Does he see himself as basically being born to enjoy or to work?...

To some extent, this feeling has permeated our world: a whole culture of enjoyment has begun to take
hold. This is something which is recent, and with which anyone who is a ben-Torah, certainly, should in no
way identify or associate. That whole culture advocates that man is born for pleasure, but unfortunately
has to work if he wants to enjoy. In contrast, we have to know that “Adam le-amal yulad,” Man is born to
do labor” (lyyov 5:7).
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http://rabbisacks.org/ki-tavo-5767-judaism-greatest-challenge/

The sages said that a Nazirite is called a sinner because he renounces a pleasure that he might have
legitimately enjoyed. “If the Nazirite who only abstained from wine is in need of an atonement, how much
more so one who deprives himself of other permitted enjoyments.” Maimonides writes: “No one should, by
vows and oaths, rule out for himself the use of permitted things. Our sages say, ‘Are the prohibitions of
the Torah not enough for you, that you add others for yourself?’ They included in this those who make a
practice of fasting. They too are not walking in the right way. Our sages prohibited self-mortification by
fasting. Concerning this and similar excesses, Solomon said, ‘Be not over-righteous nor excessively wise.
Why should you be desolate?’ (Kohelet 7: 16)”

This is not marginal to Judaism but of its essence. The Torah begins by God bringing a universe into
being and “seeing that it is good.” Indeed at the end of creation “G-d saw all that he had made and behold
it was very good” — which R. Samson Raphael Hirsch reads as meaning, good in its constituent parts,
very good in the relationship of those parts. G-d is found in the goodness of the world, not in its pain.

This was and is anything but self-evident in the history of the human spirit. Eastern mysticisms teach the
individual to rise above the sufferings and vicissitudes of the world into a private nirvana of the soul.
Several ancient philosophies, such as Manichaeism and Gnosticism, held that the physical world was
created by an evil force, and that finding the true G-d means abandoning the world. The natural response
to such a way of seeing reality is asceticism, the principled denial of pleasure. At the opposite extreme
philosophers like Epicurus (from whom rabbinic Hebrew derived its word for “heretic”, epikoros) argued
that since the only reality is material, one should devote oneself in this life (there was, he believed, no
after-life) to the principled pursuit of pleasure. These views have appealed to great numbers of people
throughout history. The Jewish view by contrast is rare, if not unique.



G-d is to be found in life. His blessings are material as well as spiritual — good crops, fine harvests, a land
of plenty and a politics of peace. The G-d of revelation and redemption is also the G-d of creation —
meaning that to be close to G-d is to go with, not against, the grain of nature. That is not to say that
Judaism is hedonism: quite the contrary. Asceticism is the denial of pleasure, hedonism is the worship of
it. Judaism rejects both and instead invites us to sanctify pleasure: food, by the laws of kashrut and
pronouncing blessings over enjoyment; drink through Kiddush at sacred times; sex through the disciplines
of marriage and tehorat hamishpacha. To be a Jew is to celebrate life, to see G-d in life, and to make a
blessing over life. It is to find joy in family and community; to find meaning through constant study of
Torah; and to share one’s blessings with others. Even the famous Jewish sense of humour is part of this
attachment to the fundamental goodness of life, for whatever else it is, humour is a way of laughing at
what otherwise would make us weep.

IT IS PRECISELY THIS CAPACITY to sanctify pleasure by enjoying it in and through the disciplines of

kedushah (sanctification) that has made Judaism immune to the one tendency that has destroyed other
civilisations, namely affluence as a prelude to decadence. In Judaism pleasure is never mere pleasure,
because, firstly it is dedicated to G-d; second, it is shared with others; third because it is seen as G-d’s

blessing, not something we made ourselves.

HAARETZ.COM

Self-flagellation was practiced by Jews too

During the Middle Ages, the practice of self-flagellation became commonplace on the day before
Yom Kippur both in Europe and in the Arab world. Jewish men would use whips, often inscribed
with biblical passages such as “it shall be a holy convocation unto you; and ye shall afflict your
souls” (Leviticus 23:27) — and would whip their own backs, usually 39 times.

Through the years, the practice became less and less common. By the 20th century the practice
has been all but eliminated, though some people still do it this very day, in some form or other
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