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A Tone Meant 
Dov Lerner serves both as the Rabbi of the Young 
Israel of Jamaica Estates and a Resident Scholar 
of Yeshiva University’s Straus Center for Torah 
and Western Thought. 
  

Earlier this year a criFque was levelled against an 

effort to forge a more inclusive orthodoxy. It 

argued that the effects of the enterprise were 

cosmeFc and superficial; all tone, no substance. 

Amassing a catalogue of ostensibly prejudiced 

ritual tradiFons, it surmises derisively, “Maybe a 

nicer tone is all you need to make those pracFces 

meaningful and pleasant.” Perhaps tone is not all 

you need, but a pleasant tone truly meant 

deserves far more than scorn. Our sages knew 

this, and their interpreFve torsion of God’s first 

public words prove its power. 

Biblical readers are familiar, from first light, with 

the voice of God, but not unFl the twenFeth  

chapter of Exodus—over 2,500 years into Biblically 

conceived world history—does God verbally 

address a crowd. From floods to frogs He has 

exhibited displeasure through supernatural 

intervenFons, and communicated His intenFon 

through human messengers, but it is at Sinai, 

before a naFon of slaves sFll aching from the pain 

of labor, that he first speaks publicly. 

 

“I am the Lord your God” (Exodus 20:2). Plainly 

read, these words in their context should perturb 

us. The Israelites, at this stage, ate celesFal bread, 

they walked by the light of angel-fire and 

inhabited an ethereal mist. They have, as a naFon, 

felt God’s unmistakable mark, perhaps never more  

than when pacing through parted waters. The 

Fme for introducFons had passed. When Sinai 

then thunders and their souls jointly shudder  

there could be no doubt as to whose words 
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assaulted their senses. Why open the revelaFon of  

heavenly ethics with a farcically obvious remark? 

Why make Heaven’s first public impression one of 

naïve detachment? 

 
Thus becomes an ordinary accumulaFon of 

leIers—“I am the Lord your God,” “Anokhi 
Hashem Elokekha”—a hotbed of exegeFcal 

acFvity. 

 
So coerced to feel that this formulaFon says more 

than it seems, a number of commentaries apply a 

cipher. Rabbeinu Bachya splits the first word into 

alphabeFc, arithmeFc, and phoneFc fragments 

that in turn disclose a code for theisFc totality. The 

Ba’al Ha-turim applies a comparaFve calculus to 

transform the apparent excess into another 

unspoken creed. And the rabbis of old resolve our 

concern by presuming the semanFc density of a 

veiled abbreviaFon: 

R. Yochanan himself said, “Anokhi” 

is an acronym: “I myself have 

wriIen the script.” The rabbis said: 

“Pleasant speech, a wriFng, a gih.” 

Some have said to read “Anokhi” in 

reverse: “Scripture was given, 

faithful are its words” (Shabbat 
105a). 

Without examining each of these expansions, it is 

clear that so incongruous are the first words of 

revelaFon that they incite an array of esoteric 

interpretaFons. But while these meanings can be  

submerged for aIenFve readers to disinter, not 

one of these renderings can be the meaning 

gleaned by our ancestors aurally stunned that 

morning at Sinai. 

 
If one accepts the principle of Biblical brevity, as 

many commentaries do, and seeks to preserve the 

integrity of the scene’s presumpFve reality, how  

can we account for God’s first communal words? 

 

We now turn to tone. 
 

The unpunctuated Biblical text tends, at first, 

toward monotony. This is what triggered our iniFal 

confusion. Our verse is most naturally read as a 

flat introducFon: “I am the Lord your God.” But, 

employing comparaFve semanFcs, the Malbim on 

our verse alters the tone: 

There is a disFncFon between ‘Ani’ 
(I) and ‘Anokhi’ (I). ‘Ani’ emphasizes 

the predicate, and ‘Anokhi’ 
emphasizes the subject. For 

instance, “Ani (I) am standing” 

stresses that I am standing rather 

than siOng; but “Anokhi (I) am 

standing” stresses that it is I who is 

standing rather than someone else. 

The Malbim idenFfies in the Hebrew language a 

pronominal choice with vast implicaFons. God’s 

selecFon in this verse then demonstrates precisely 

that he is not introducing Himself. With these 

words He instead offers an enunciated 

instanFaFon of power. God knows that Israel 

know who He is; He is not speaking to a quesFon 

of idenFty, but one of authority. A truer  
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translaFon might read: “I, and only I, am the Lord 

your God.” Israel’s first verbal contact with Divinity  

is a sober one. Like the legendary suspension of a 

mountain over Israel’s heads, God introduces the 

Decalogue with a crushing uIerance that looms 

like an ulFmatum. As a first impression, God is 

severe, stern, and domineering. 

 
HermeneuFcally speaking, the Malbim ratchets 

the tone to defend the text. An unnamed sage of  

the rabbinic period takes another path: 

God appeared to them at the sea as 

a warrior at war, and appeared to 

them at Sinai like a scribe teaching 

a lesson, and appeared to them in 

Daniel’s day as an elder teaching 

Torah; He appeared to them in the 

age of Solomon as a youth. God 

thus said to them, “Do not be 

concerned that you see me in 

mulFple forms, I am He that was at 

the sea, I am He that is at Sinai.”—

“I am the Lord your God.” 

In this ancient homileFc compendium—assumed 

by scholars to have been compiled around the 

fihh century CE—an anonymous voice implicitly 

recognizes our preliminary bewilderment. But this 

sage does not ratchet the tone, he sohens it. 

 
Apparently the Fme for introducFons had not 

passed. When Sinai was struck, the idenFty of the 

responsible being was anything but self-evident. 

The experience at the mountain bore no 

resemblance to the previous seven weeks of 

wandering, and indicated no conFnuity with the 

events of the exodus. The noFon that Israel would 

recognize every supernatural force as, by 

definiFon, deriving from the same divinity, is, for  

our sage, simply naïve. 

 

Escorted to freedom by the hand of a marFal 

mastermind and liberated by the repeated 

thrashing of an awesome power, Israel is stunned 

by Sinai’s cerebral culture. The Heaven conceived 

by fleeing slaves is administered by a soldierly 

authority—so to intuit the presence of a gentle  

teacher more than muddled their imaginaFons. As 

shoulder marks fade into elbow patches the 

people wonder how on Earth Heaven changed? 

 

Our sage here suggests that these words—“I am 
the Lord your God”—respond to Israel, in the 

midst of confusion, on the brink of theological 

surrender, and offer an indispensable consolaFon. 

For him a truer translaFon would run: “It is sQll I, 
the Lord your God.” Anything but crushing, God’s 

first public words concede to a human need and 

seek to steady a deep anxiety. The world will 

change; your lives will change; your faith will 

change; and your hearts will change; but I will be 

IIchor. The words convey: a caring sFllness 

whispers at the heart of a cool and fluid history. 

 
All our commentaries share a creed, a common 

belief in a single Being that governs existence. But 

tone, and tone alone, alters revelaFon. Jean Paul-

Sartre cites a contemporary as saying that words 

are “loaded pistols” and notes that when we 

speak, we fire. Our sages suggest that the affinity 

between words—devarim, and bees—devorim, 
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goes beyond the phoneFc. It is a mistake of 

enormous proporFons to imagine that tone is 

nothing but ornamental; it is not just the words 

that we say that mean. 

 
Another first impression: 

Rabbi Joshua the Priest the son of 

Nehemiah said, “At the moment 

when God revealed Himself to 

Moses, Moses was a novice at 

prophecy. God said to Himself, ‘If I 

reveal myself to him with a great 

voice I will terrify him, but to use a 

muted voice is offensive to 

prophecy.’ What did He do? He 

revealed Himself in the voice of his 

father” (Shemot Rabbah 3:1). 

Beyond what this midrash reveals of this sage’s 

perspecFve on Moses’ paternal influence—or the 

relaFonship between sons and fathers writ 

large—accent, tone, tenor, Fmbre, and inflecFon 

are of the essence. While Heaven’s projected 

deliberaFon may appear as a mere reflecFon on 

strategy, that itself is not a cosmeFc concern. This 

is not a quesFon of ornamental aestheFcs but a 

deep concern for another’s welfare as it competes 

with a spiritual value. It is not just the words that 

we say that mean. 

 
Will a compassionate tone assuage all the 

quesFons of prejudice that press against 

orthodoxy—both its pracFFoners and its  

 

tradiFons? Probably not. Should we then be  

indifferent to our speech? Never. This would not 

be the first Fme in our history that tradiFonal  

convicFons seem to stand in the face of progress, 

and if all we can summon in the face of this  

tension is bluster we do a disservice to our future 

and our past. 

 
I will not speak to whether I personally believe 

that ritual policies should be changed or whether 

allegorical intervenFons should be made, but only 

that wherever one stands on this spectrum of 

responses the tone directed to those asking the 

quesFons maIers. 

 
Our tone should voice sympathy and empathy and 

love, like a parent, even if we champion 

convicFons that we hold to be sacred. Any 

repudiaFon of broad changes should not be 

rooted in present authority but precisely the lack 

of it—it should be rooted in the humility of those 

bearing the weight of something far greater than 

us; something that requires our interpreFve 

nurturing and resists easy revisions. 

 
If we are to inspire confidence and fidelity in an 

age of reigning liberty, we must aIend to that 

whispering sFllness at the heart of fluid history; 

we must exude the allegiance and compassion of 

a faith that recognizes and responds to shihing 

anxieFes. It is not just the words that we say that 

mean. Beyond philosophical and theological 

inflecFons, vocalized tenor carries its own 

semanFcs—it can be worth a thousand words and  

 

https://www.sefaria.org/Shemot_Rabbah.3.1?lang=he-en&utm_source=thelehrhaus.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
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is not cosmeFc but consFtuent of what is means 

to be conscienFous. 

 
As we ask those to the right not to mistake 

compassion for fragility, we also ask that flippant 

disinterest not meet a tone truly meant. 

 

Editor’s Note: This piece was originally published 
in August 2020. 
 
Holis.c Repentance: Life as a Story 
Natan Oliff is a soTware development engineer 
at Amazon. 
  

How great is repentance?! God created 

repentance prior to creaFng the world (see 

Midrash Tehillim 90). It hastens the redempFon, 

brings healing to the world, and lengthens one’s 

days (see Yoma 86a-b). Even immediately 

preceding one’s death, one may repent and 

acquire the world to come.1  These descripFons 

provide a romanFc aura to repentance along with 

the possibility to achieve great feats. Yet one 

cannot read these statements without thinking 

them to be hyperbole, exaggeraFons meant to 

highlight the importance of repentance. Has 

anyone ever repented and brought healing to the 

world? Surely not. However, at least two of Hazal’s 

statements regarding repentance may be 

understood literally, providing greater power to 

 
1 See the story of Rabbi Elazar ben Durdiya in Avodah Zarah 
17a. 
 

repentance and humanity. First, Rabbi Avahu 

proclaims, “In the place where penitents stand, 

even the full-fledged righteous do not stand” 

(Berakhot 34b). R. Avahu implies that not only do 

past transgressions not inhibit the penitent’s 

standing, but repentance raises the penitent to 

heights beyond the completely righteous. Second, 

according to Reish Lakish (Yoma 86b), repentance 

alters the past. Repentance moFvated by fear 

transforms intenFonal sins into unintenFonal 

transgressions, and repentance performed out of 

love transforms intenFonal sins into merits. While 

Reish Lakish and Rabbi Avahu grant repentance 

incredible power, they fail to explain how 

repentance achieves these results.  

 

The trouble with understanding these statements 

stems from a larger problem concerning 

repentance. Hazal were privy to this problem and 

expressed it eloquently in Yerushalmi Makkot 
(2:6): 

 

It was inquired of Wisdom, "What 

is the punishment of a sinner?" 

Wisdom said "Evil pursues the 

wicked." It was asked of Prophecy, 

"What is the punishment of a 

sinner?" Prophecy said to them, 

"The sinful soul shall perish." It was 

asked of the Holy One, "What is the 

punishment of a sinner?" and He 

said "Let him repent and he will be 

forgiven.”2 

2  TranslaEon from Pinchas H. Peli, On Repentance: The 
Thought and Oral Discourses of Rabbi Joseph Dov 
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 Repentance makes no logical sense. The 

insFtuFon of Wisdom, and even the divinely 

inspired Prophecy, cannot comprehend 

repentance. Just as the physicist claims that “for 

every acFon, there is an equal and opposite 

reacFon,” so too, the Jew must proclaim, “God 

rewards those who obey the commands of the 

Torah and punishes those who violate its 

prohibiFons” (Rambam on Mishnah Sanhedrin 
10:1). Only the Holy One―Blessed be He―in His 

omnipotence may validate repentance.  

 

Human experience further supports these qualms 

with repentance. As Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik 

explains:  

 

Just as God remembers the beings 

of ancient Fmes, so does man 

remember and revisit the past 

which is preserved in his memory. . 

. What will happen when he [the 

sinner aIempFng to repent] looks 

back and recalls all those years of 

violaFng the Sabbath, of 

exploitaFon and thievery?3  

 

A person must face the humbling reality that the 

rushing current of Fme flows in only one direcFon. 

Any act remains ingrained forever in the past. The 

soul aches and groans when it casts a backwards 

glance and beholds the mistakes of the past self.  

 

 
Soloveitchik (Lanham, MD: Rowman & LiPlefield Publishers, 
Inc., 1996), 238. 
 
3 Peli, 249. 

The thin and clear yet impenetrable wall of Fme 

separates the soul from its past, quashing any 

hope for respite. 

 

R. Soloveitchik reconciles these statements about 

repentance with logic and religious experience. 

Instead of downplaying the frustraFon that 

plagues the soul reflecFng on sin, he views it as 

the key to repentance:  

 

It is the memory of sin that releases 

that power within the inner depths 

of the soul of the penitent to do 

greater things than ever before . . . 

In repentance of love, love rises 

with the flames of repentance and 

burns brightly in the flames fanned 

by sin; the bonds of love pull man 

up to great and exalted heights.4  

 

The penitent may harness the memory of sin to 

reach greater heights, as sin possesses a power 

that merit lacks:  

 

Hate is more emoFonal and more 

volaFle than love. The destrucFve 

forces are stronger than the 

construcFve forces. A thoroughly 

righteous man is not given to 

feelings of hatred or jealousy; he is 

disFnguished by natural feelings of  

 

 
4Peli, 249. 
 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-thirteen-principles-of-faith/
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https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-thirteen-principles-of-faith/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-thirteen-principles-of-faith/
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love and mercy and kindness.5 

 

This insight of R. Soloveitchik explains both 

statements I cited earlier about repentance. 

According to R. Avahu, the completely righteous 

person lacks sin and its reservoir of energy, which 

the penitent―on the other hand―may channel to 

reach greater heights. For Reish Lakish, properly 

uFlizing sin changes its meaning. Harnessing the 

sin’s energy produces posiFve effects that 

outweigh any previous negaFves. Therefore, the 

sin creates a net posiFve outcome and transforms 

into a merit. 

 

Hazal implicitly express this relaFonship between 

sin, repentance, and greatness: “Four people died 

due to Adam’s sin with the serpent, in the wake of 

which death was decreed upon all of mankind, 

although they themselves were free of sin. And 

they are: Benjamin, son of Jacob; Amram, father 

of Moses; Yishai, father of David; and Kilab, son of 

David” (Shabbat 55b). The four characters who 

never sinned―Benjamin, Amram, Yishai, and 

Kilab―are minor Biblical characters, while their 

listed relaFons―Jacob, Moses, and David―are 

 
5 Peli, 262. 
 
6 The gemara (Shabbat 56a) suggests that David did not sin. 
This opinion is hard to understand at face value. The prophet 
Natan comes and rebukes David for his acEons, to which 
David himself admits that he sinned. Furthermore, there are 
mulEple statements of Hazal that imply that David did sin. 
He is called “the man who raised and lightened the yoke of 
repentance” (Avodah Zarah 5a). People can learn from David 
about how to repent (Avodah Zarah 4b). It seems like the 
plain understanding of the text and the opinion of most 
commentators is that David sinned. One explanaEon of the 
gemara in Shabbat 56a is offered by R. Yaakov Meidan. R. 

major characters. Despite being sinless, the minor 

characters never achieved the greatness that their 

relaFons achieved. It is noteworthy that David 

appears as a relaFon twice. David sinned gravely 

by commixng adultery with Batsheva and 

effecFvely murdering her husband Uriah by 

sending him to the frontlines of the war (II Samuel 

11).6 Yet, upon rebuke, David immediately admits 

to his sins and repents. In fact, Hazal describe 

David as the paradigmaFc penitent, as the man 

“who raised and lightened the yoke of 

repentance” (Avodah Zarah 5a). A strong 

correlaFon exists between sin and greatness. 

Thus, Hazal implicitly affirm R. Soloveitchik’s claim 

that sin lihs penitents to greater heights than the 

completely righteous.  

 

Former professional basketball player Antoine 

Walker exemplifies the phenomenon that failure, 

loss, or sin ohen moFvate people to create 

posiFve change. Throughout his successful career 

in the NaFonal Basketball AssociaFon (NBA), 

Walker made mulFple all-star teams, won a 

championship, and amassed over 108 million 

dollars in salary. However, Walker went bankrupt 

Meidan notes that the raEonale used to acquit David is 
technical and halakhic. Technically, Batsheva was single 
because all soldiers who went to war during the Davidic 
dynasty gave their wives divorce bills. Also, technically, Uriah 
fell under the category of rebelling against the king because 
his language implied that he was loyal to Yoav, David’s 
commander. R. Meidan suggests that the point of these 
legalisEc acrobaEcs is to show the danger of being overly 
focused on Halakhah. Despite being technically allowed 
under Halakhah, David’s acEons were morally corrupt. See 
Yaakov Meidan, David vi-Batsheva: ha-Het, ha-Onesh, vi-
HaDkun, (Herzog Press, 2010). 
 

https://www.sefaria.org/Shabbat.55b
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https://www.sefaria.org/Avodah_Zarah.4b?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Avodah_Zarah.4b?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Shabbat.56a?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Shabbat.56a?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/II_Samuel.11?lang=bi
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less than two years aher reFrement due to 

overindulging on luxury goods, providing 

unaccounted loans to relaFves, and bad luck with 

real estate investments. Walker eventually 

recovered from his financial woes and decided to 

harness his experience to create posiFve change.7 

Walker’s case is not unique. According to Sports 

Illustrated, 60% of NBA athletes go broke within 

five years of reFrement.8 AddiFonally, over three 

quarters of professional football players go broke 

or are under financial stress within two years of 

reFrement. To fight these trends, Walker created 

a documentary about his story and works with 

Morgan Stanley to educate professional athletes 

about financial literacy. Walker’s story illustrates 

how past woes moFvate people to create posiFve 

change. 

 

Yet the idea of harnessing sin’s power does not 

truly explain Reish Lakish’s statement. While 

repenFng creates a net posiFve outcome, it does 

not erase the sin, which conFnues to exist in the 

past. While the meaning of the past changes, its 

essence remains unaffected. Truly understanding 

Reish Lakish’s statement requires an 

understanding of the self and idenFty, which 

appears in the research of Israeli psychologist and 

Noble Prize winner Daniel Kahneman. Kahneman  

 

 
7 See MaP Egan, “Ex-NBA Star Went from $108 Million to 
Bankruptcy,” CNNMoney, July 24, 2015, 
hPps://money.cnn.com/2015/07/24/invesEng/antoine-
walker-nba-bankruptcy/. 
 
8  See Pablo S Torres, “How (and Why) Athletes Go 
Broke―Sports Illustrated Vault,” Sports Illustrated, March 

asserts that the self comprises two modes: 

experience and memory.9 Experience refers to the 

pleasure and pain of each independent moment. 

It only knows the present moment. Memory, on 

the other hand, assesses the past, downplaying 

the duraFon of experiences while overraFng 

important moments and endings. For example, 

the self experiences a long distance run mainly as 

painful moments interspersed with short 

moments of elaFon and a feeling of 

accomplishment upon finishing. However, the self 

remembers the run by overlooking the quanFty of 

painful moments, instead focusing on the 

important moments of elaFon and how it ended 

with a feeling of accomplishment. In other words, 

the memory of the run is more posiFve than the 

experience of the run.  

 

Kahneman observes that remembering parallels 

storytelling. Like memories, stories derive 

meaning from key moments and endings. To his 

surprise, Kahneman discovered that the self 

prioriFzes memory over experience when making 

decisions. Kahneman bemoans this finding, noFng 

that memories skew objecFve experience. People 

will choose subopFmal experiences if they create 

opFmal memories. The dominance of memory 

reveals a deep insight into the human psyche:  

 

23, 2009, hPps://vault.si.com/vault/2009/03/23/how-and-
why-athletes-go-broke. 
 
9 See Daniel Kahneman, “Two Selves,” in Thinking, Fast and 
Slow (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2015). 
 

https://money.cnn.com/2015/07/24/investing/antoine-walker-nba-bankruptcy/
https://money.cnn.com/2015/07/24/investing/antoine-walker-nba-bankruptcy/
https://vault.si.com/vault/2009/03/23/how-and-why-athletes-go-broke
https://vault.si.com/vault/2009/03/23/how-and-why-athletes-go-broke
https://amzn.to/3hMq6U7
https://amzn.to/3hMq6U7
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humans make decisions to create the best life 

story. People view their life as a coherent story 

rather than a collecFon of disjoint experiences.  

 

R. Soloveitchik also discusses the relaFonship 

between experience, memory, and the self:  

 

The problem of repentance is intertwined 

with an apprehension of the concept of 

Fme and how it relates to the human 

experience. Rabbi Jedaiah Ha-Pnini was 

the one who coined the phrase: "the past 

is nothing, the future is not yet, and the 

present [passes] like the blink of an eye." 

According to this concepFon, man's life is 

meaningless; he has no hold in Fme 

whatsoever. But the truth is that man does 

exist within two disFnct dimensions of 

Fme: (1) in memory, and (2) in expectaFon 

for the future. . .  Memory replies to the 

quesFon: "Who am I?" I am he who 

remembers these feelings and those 

experiences, these moments of happiness 

and those moments of sorrow.10 

 

In contrast to Kahneman, who explains the 

drawbacks of the memory, R. Soloveitchik details 

the downside of possessing experience without 

memory. Without memories and expectaFons, a 

person loses their sense of self. IdenFty comes 

from memories and the narraFve that Fes them 

 
10 Peli, 249. 
 
11 Oliver Sacks, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat and 
Other Clinical Tales (New York: Simon & Schuster Inc., 1999). 
 

together. Psychiatrist Oliver Sacks provides real life 

examples of this phenomenon when discussing 

two paFents who possess Korsakoff’s Syndrome, a 

long-lasFng amnesic syndrome. 11  Every few 

moments, Jimmie’s memory would reset to his 

experiences unFl 1945. This peculiar condiFon led 

Sacks to remark―in the same vein as R. 

Soloveitchik―that: “He is man without a past (or 

future), stuck in a constantly changing, 

meaningless moment.” 12  Eventually, Sacks 

discovered that Jimmie occasionally achieved 

meaning through religious worship. Yet his lack of 

memory severely diminished his ability to form 

idenFty and meaning. Similarly, Mr. Thompson 

also experienced Koraskoff’s Syndrome. However, 

unlike Jimmie, Mr. Thompson had recently 

developed the syndrome upon meeFng Sacks. 

Sacks quickly noFced that Mr. Thompson 

obsessively created stories, conFnuously 

reinvenFng himself and the world around him. 

Sacks aIributed this tendency to Mr. Thompson’s 

lack of memory and thus lack of idenFty. Without 

memories to create a narraFve, Mr. Thompson 

resorted to storytelling.  

 

CommuniFes and naFons also rely on memory to 

form idenFty. Yosef Yerushalmi notes that, for 

most of exile, Jews relied mainly on the Bible to 

interpret events instead of producing new 

historiography. 13  The Akeidah, for example, 

served as the framework to interpret and 

12 Sacks, 29. 
 
13  Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and 
Jewish Memory (SeaPle: University of Washington Press, 
2002). 

https://amzn.to/3diyabK
https://amzn.to/3diyabK
https://amzn.to/3diyabK
https://amzn.to/3diyabK
https://amzn.to/3diyabK
https://amzn.to/3diyabK
https://amzn.to/2NcAMgV
https://amzn.to/2NcAMgV
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understand The Crusades. Jews viewed 

ChrisFanity as the modern-day Esau and Islam as 

the modern-day Ishmael. The Bible sufficed to 

form the robust, complete idenFty of the Jewish 

people. Thus, Yerushalmi notes that non-Biblical 

Jewish historiography mainly began in the early 

19th century concurrent with the rise of new 

movements such as Zionism and the 

Enlightenment. These novel movements and 

ideologies turned to the past to acquire a sense of 

idenFty and legiFmacy.  

 

As menFoned earlier, Kahneman idenFfies 

memories and self-narraFves as a distorFon of 

reality. By creaFng memories, the self imposes 

meaning on the past. Nevertheless, the self only 

ever experiences independent moments, and so 

objecFvely the past is a chronological chain of 

these moments. However, Dr. Samuel Lebens 

offers an alternaFve theory, suggesFng that reality 

is God’s story.14 This “storied reality” exists in a 

two-Fered system alongside objecFve reality. 15 

This two Fered system allows for a duality of 

truths. For example, in the storied reality, humans 

possess significance and free will while lacking 

these aIributes in objecFve reality. Lebens argues 

that this duality does not detract from human 

purpose or freedom. The lack of human purpose 

and freedom in objecFve reality is only relevant in 

a technical metaphysical sense. PragmaFcally, 

 
14  Lebens bases his interpretaEon of reality on the 
commentary of Rabbi Mordechai Leiner of Izbica, the 
Ishbitzer, who asserts that the world is God’s lucid dream. 
See Mei HaShiloah on Parshat Miketz s.v. Dshma halom li-
pator oto. 
 

however, humans only care about truth in their 

reality―a storied reality―and the pracFcally 

relevant truth of a storied reality is that humans 

possess significance and free will. Furthermore, a 

storied reality possesses addiFonal pracFcal 

implicaFons for human idenFty and meaning. 

Unlike Kahneman’s empirical reality, a storied 

reality behaves according to the characterisFcs of 

literature and stories. First, in stories, the value of 

an acFon parFally depends upon its role in the 

enFre story. In other words, acFons possess 

“relaFonal value.” Second, stories require conflict 

and resoluFon. Third, stories increase the 

importance of their characters’ acFons. Fourth, 

stories immortalize their characters. RelaFonal 

value is the key to understanding Reish Lakish’s 

statement about repentance.  

 

In a story, individual acFons cannot be evaluated 

independently in a vacuum, but rather by their 

role in the story. Rabbi Abraham Kook describes 

this phenomenon by comparing reality to 

painFng.16 A painFng comprises many paint brush 

strokes. However, during the painFng process, one 

disparate stroke may seem meaningless or 

confusing. Only the compleFon of the painFng 

bestows context and meaning to each stroke. 

Similarly, individual acFons or events may produce 

fear or confusion. However, as life progresses and 

the person’s “painFng” edges closer to 

15 See Samuel Lebens, “God and His Imaginary Friends: A 
Hassidic Metaphysics, Religious Studies 51, no. 2 (2015): 
183-204. 
 
16 Middot Ha-Ra’ayah: Pahdanut. 
 

https://www.sefaria.org/Mei_HaShiloach%2C_Volume_I%2C_Genesis%2C_Miketz.6?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Mei_HaShiloach%2C_Volume_I%2C_Genesis%2C_Miketz.6?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Mei_HaShiloach%2C_Volume_I%2C_Genesis%2C_Miketz.6?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Mei_HaShiloach%2C_Volume_I%2C_Genesis%2C_Miketz.6?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Mei_HaShiloach%2C_Volume_I%2C_Genesis%2C_Miketz.6?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Mei_HaShiloach%2C_Volume_I%2C_Genesis%2C_Miketz.6?lang=bi
https://www.academia.edu/4776785/God_and_His_Imaginary_Friends_A_Hassidic_Metaphysics
https://www.academia.edu/4776785/God_and_His_Imaginary_Friends_A_Hassidic_Metaphysics
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%93%D7%95%D7%AA_%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%99%22%D7%94_%D7%A4%D7%97%D7%93%D7%A0%D7%95%D7%AA
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compleFon, the purpose of each event becomes 

clear. The true meaning of a moment can only be 

comprehended―with the complete context of an 

enFre life―by how it relates to other moments.  

 

The concept of relaFonal value also appears in 

modern psychological research. Harvard 

psychologist Daniel Gilbert coined the term 

“psychological immune system” to describe the 

process by which people adapt and achieve 

happiness regardless of external circumstances.17 

Gilbert describes relaFonal value as the driving 

force behind the psychological immune system. 

Events, objects, or situaFons possess objecFve 

value. For example, apples possess an objecFve 

chemical makeup and raFo of nutrients. However, 

buying a specific apple acFvates the psychological 

immune system, which searches for subjecFve 

reasons to prefer that specific apple. Thus, the 

apple’s value parFally derives from being bought 

and owned, from its relaFonship with the buyer. 

  

The concept of relaFonal value explains Reish 

Lakish’s statement about repentance. During a 

person’s life, God (as it were) labels acFons with a 

pencil, as the meaning of an acFon may change. 

Its value parFally depends on a future yet to occur. 

If a person repents and harnesses the energy of a 

“sin” to produce greater good, then God relabels 

that “sin” as a “merit.” In an empirical reality, the 

past moFvates the penitent to create a greater 

future good. However, in a storied reality, the 

 
17  Daniel T. Gilbert and Jane E. J. Ebert, “Decisions and 
Revisions: The AffecEve ForecasEng of Changeable 
Outcomes, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 82, 
no. 4 (2002): 503. 

penitent’s future acFons rewrite the meaning of 

the past. This creates a symbioFc relaFonship 

where the past moFvates a greater future good, 

which in turn rewrites the past. The past never 

holds sway over the living. The gates of 

repentance offer the eternal possibility to rescue 

and redeem the past. 

 

Stories revolve around the struggle that besets 

and plagues their characters. In fact, characters 

ohen represent the struggles they endure. As 

writer Milan Kundera remarks about his character 

Tereza: “Tereza was therefore born of a situaFon 

which brutally reveals the irreconcilable duality of 

body and soul, that fundamental human 

experience” and later about literary characters in 

general: “As I have pointed out before, characters 

are not born like people, of woman; they are born 

of a situaFon, a sentence, a metaphor containing 

in a nutshell a basic human possibility . . .” 18 

Completely sinless and harmonious characters 

ruin the very point of literature. Aiming to avoid 

sin misconstrues the goal. As Hazal implicitly 

suggest, the greatest Biblical characters sinned 

and lived tumultuous lives. Literary criFcs evaluate 

characters by their ability to handle and overcome 

failure and conflict. Thus, characters cannot be 

evaluated during the story, but only aher their 

journey and struggle ends. In a storied reality as 

well, God judges humans not by their ability to 

avoid conflict or sin, but by their ability to handle 

and overcome their struggles.  

18  Milan Kundera and Richmond Hoxie, The Unbearable 
Lightness of Being (London: Faber & Faber, 1984). I want to 
thank Sam Lebens for bringing these quotes to my aPenEon 
in a lecture he gave at Yeshivat Orayta. 

https://amzn.to/3dn1JZR
https://amzn.to/3dn1JZR
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The following midrash implies another implicaFon 

of a storied reality: 

 

When one performs a mitzvah he 

should perform it with joy. For had 

Reuven known that the Torah 

would record that he tried to save 

Yosef from the brothers, he would 

have put him on his shoulders and 

run home to his father. And if 

Aharon had known that the Torah 

would record that when he saw 

Moshe Rabeinu the first Fme and 

he heard that he was chosen to be 

the Redeemer of Israel (and not 

Aharon) . . . Had Aharon known, he 

would have come (to him) with 

drums and cymbals. And had Boaz 

known that the Megillah would 

record his giving Ruth some 

parched wheat to eat, he would 

have offered her a huge banquet 

like those of King Shlomo (Vayikrah 
Rabbah 34:8). 

 

Stories ohen transcend people and Fme, surviving 

through either oral or wriIen transmission. If the 

characters of the Bible understood the eternality 

of their acFons, they would have approached life 

with urgency and vigor. Even though the character 

may perish, their acFons remain forever. Their 

reputaFon and legacy stand for the remainder of 

history. In a storied reality, where God remembers 

 
19  Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried (New York: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1990). 

every acFon, each choice becomes infinitely more 

important and meaningful. 

 

Stories immortalize their characters, keeping them 

alive beyond their years. Author Tim O’Brien 

beauFfully captures this idea by discussing his 

childhood crush Linda.19 When Linda passes away 

from a brain tumor, young O’Brien conFnues to 

visit her in his dreams. Dream Linda insists that 

she is not dead, or at least, that her death does 

not maIer. Eventually, with persistence, he 

convinces Linda to describe death:  

 

I guess it's like being inside a book 

that nobody's reading . . . An old 

one. It's up on a library shelf, so 

you're safe and everything, but the 

book hasn't been checked out for a 

long, long Fme. All you can do is 

wait. Just hope somebody'll pick it 

up and start reading. (O’Brien, 232) 

  

Linda captures the essence of O’Brien’s message. 

Like shelved books, the dead idly sit by, waiFng to 

be noFced. By telling stories, O’Brien “picks” them 

up off the shelf and brings them to life. Stories 

carry on the lives of the dead. In a storied reality, 

God―the ulFmate Author―grants immortality to 

God’s characters: “I will give them, in My house 

and within My walls, a monument and a name 

beIer than sons or daughters. I will give them an 

everlasFng name which shall not perish” (Isaiah 

56:5). 

https://dafyomireview.com/166
https://dafyomireview.com/166
https://dafyomireview.com/166
https://amzn.to/3fH1uKI
http://sefaria.org/Isaiah.56.5
http://sefaria.org/Isaiah.56.5
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Two anxieFes plague the human psyche: 

abandonment and meaning. Man fears that he 

may be irredeemable, that he will reach a point of 

no return, that he will commit a sin so grave that 

no one or nothing can redeem him. He fears he will 

be like the wayward and rebellious son whose 

gluIonous acFons verify his future: to commit 

crimes liable for the death penalty. To prevent this 

ending, the community puts him to death (Rashi 

on Deuteronomy 21:18). Apparently, the wayward 

and rebellious son is beyond repair. His future is  

predictable with complete certainty. But what 

about free will? What about repentance? Rabbi 

Shimon refuses to accept such a possibility, 

claiming that the wayward and rebellious son 

never happened and never will. Rather, the 

wayward and rebellious son is a theoreFcal 

scenario created for studying and subsequent 

merit (Sanhedrin 71a). Rabbi Shimon implicitly 

affirms an important posiFon: no person is beyond 

repair. The literal reading of Reish Lakish’s 

statement substanFates this posiFon. People can 

always redeem their past and themselves. In fact, 

through repentance, they can harness their sins to 

reach greater heights.  

 

AddiFonally, man fears that his life is meaningless, 

that his existence is a string of independent, 

fleeFng hedonisFc experiences. From this fear 

arises the tendency of storytelling, of creaFng a 

narraFve that Fes together experiences under a 

meaningful goal. Thus emerges the importance of 

a storied reality. God, the ulFmate Author, 

authenFcates this human tendency, moving it 

 
20 See Sotah 14a. 

from a naive human construct to an act of imitaQo 
dei: “just as God tells stories, so, too should you 

tell stories.”20 The stories that humanity coauthors 

with God give meaning to struggle, eternal 

importance to acFons, life to the dead, and―most 

importantly―validity to a repentance that 

rewrites the past and saves humanity.  

 

https://www.sefaria.org/Rashi_on_Deuteronomy.21.18?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Rashi_on_Deuteronomy.21.18?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Sanhedrin.71a?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Sanhedrin.71a?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Sotah.14a?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Sotah.14a?lang=bi

