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how to face the horrors of now
feel, then do

This newsletter is a reader-supported publication. Paid subscriptions allow our tiny team to keep doing this work. If you want in to the House of Study but paying isn't on for you right now, reach out and we'll hook you up, no questions asked.
ICE shot another human being– only injuring him, as far as I've heard, please God, but that's just luck, and doesn't make any of this acceptable.
So all the more –
During these times of terror and fury–
as we see once again what happens when authoritarian governments try to suppress justified dissent–
as we remember the bravery demanded in showing up for freedom and one another–

Protesters in Tehran face Iranian police.
Sometimes we need to access places bigger than nihilistic soundbites.
Even as so much of what's happening right now is devastation, heartbreak, rage– or because of it.
We must all have ways to hold that devastation and fury. A minute here. A minute there. Oh, there's half an hour, good.
(Also, please nourish yourself.)
If we don't make space for those emotions, they'll take charge in unhelpful ways. More to the point: once we release some feelings, we may have more capacity for useful action.
Because we must take action.
This is not debatable.
But we must have capacity.
Write the words you need, paint them, whisper them to the clouds, weep them into the snow or leave them at the gym punching bag, but be clear about what you're doing.
Release something from your heart, lifted.
Take a deep breath, now, though.
Notice all the layers of emotion you might be having about this–
the terror, rage, despair, helplessness, anguish, hope, heartbreak, and/or something else.
Just notice?
The great lie that we're separate from each other – that hate is logical, that stealing human beings or hurling bullets makes sense – is related to the lie that we're separate from the Earth and all things.
However you do it, find a way to lift something up from your heart today.

People mourning on the street where Renee Good was murdered by an ICE agent.
May each being on this planet be safe.
May everyone be protected from harm.
From the theft of human bodies and lives,
the suppression of freedom
From persecution,
famine,
terror.
May evildoers lose power and experience justice.
“May sins cease from the land” (Psalms 104:35)*
May those who cause great harm spend their lives in repentance, repair, atonement and healing.
May we bring into being–
through shared work
solidarity
and the sum of our actions and choices–
an era of collective liberation.
May everyone have what they need to flourish.
May every person receive dignity and care.
"There is the sea, vast and wide,
with its creatures beyond number,
living things, small and great." (Psalm 104:25)
May we each be a drop in the ocean.
May we, together, become the wave.
*In the Talmud (Brachot 10a) Rabbi Meir's Torah-teaching wife Brurya reminds him that he shouldn't pray for his tormentors to die, but to become better human beings-- eg, obviously, he's interpreting Psalms wrong. (Story at link.)
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"Why Must I Die?!"
seeking better answers for Moses, and us

This is Life as a Sacred Text 🌱, an everybody-celebrating, justice-centered voyage into ancient stories that can illuminate our own lives. It‘s run on a nonprofit, so it’s 100% NAZI FREE. More about the project here, and to subscribe, go here:
After the Exodus
After receiving Torah
After 40 years of trials in the wilderness, the midbar–
After telling the next generation about it all,
After the final covenant with the divine, the choosing of life,
On the edge of the Jordan River, on the brink of the Promised Land,
For Moses, at last, and too soon–
it was time.
God spoke to Moses on that same day, saying: Go up these heights of Mount Nevo in the land of Moav, and see the land of Canaan that I am giving to the Children of Israel for a holding.
You are to die on the mountain that you are going up, and are to be gathered to your kinspeople because you broke faith with me at the waters of Merivat Kadesh, because you did not treat me as holy amongst the Israelites. At a distance you shall see the land, but there you shall not enter the land that I am giving to the Israelites. (Deuteronomy 32:48-52, abridged slightly)
Setting aside the conquest narrative for now– we've addressed this in the past and will again in missives to come– there's a heartbreaking story at hand.
We've seen Moses evolve from infant refugee to privileged child of the palace; seen his tentative first steps of leadership through the Exodus and sea-crossing; watched him receive Torah and weather myriad ups and downs as he accompanied a traumatized people through four decades of uncertainty.
But there was that moment in the wake of his sister's death. He was grieving, possibly remorseful about how he'd left things between them, was overwhelmed by what may have felt like just more in an endless parade of complaints from the Israelites when he insulted his people and hit a rock twice when he was meant to have spoken. For this, (the character of) God decreed, Moses would not enter the Promised Land.
And now that moment has arrived, laden with pathos.
In the Torah text we do not see much response from Moses to God's directive; his last words are blessings to the tribes.
The Torah tells us that he ascends Mount Nevo, from whence he can see a tremendous view of the Promised Land:

View from the top of Mount Nevo, in what's now Jordan, looking over the Jordan River to the other side. To the far left you can see the top of the Dead Sea, Jerusalem is roughly in the center, and Jericho is on the right. (Image of a desert view).

Another view of where the Israelites, and Moses, were, generally, on the Plains of Moav. (Image of a 3-dimensional map starting mid-Dead Sea with the Plains of Moab marked on it.)

In case it's easier to see with help (Image of a desert view, with the Dead Sea, Jerusalem, and Jericho marked).
But we don't hear Moses voice in all of this, not really. What was he thinking as he gazed upon this view? As he drew what he knew what would be some of his last breaths, looking at the place to which he would never arrive?
Was he sad? Resigned? Full of regret for his past lapse? Peacefully satisfied that he'd led a full – 120 year! – life and brought his people to the beginning of their next chapter?
Terrified?
Rava was at the bedside of Rabbi Nachman as he was dying. Rava said, "Promise me that you will show yourself to me in a dream after you die." He did so. Rava asked him, "Did you suffer much while you died?" Rabbi Nachman replied, "As little as when you remove a hair from milk. But if the Holy One were to say to me, 'Go to that world and be as you were before,' I would not wish to do so because the fear of death is so great." (Talmud Moed Katan 28a)
The Torah gives us scant information. If Moses struggles with God’s dictate, we aren't told. All we see is that he does as commanded.
One midrash offers a very different view, showing Moses begging for his life:
Moses said to God, “Master of the Universe, why must I die? Is it not better that the people would say, “Moses is good,” by seeing this for themselves than that they would say, “Moses is good,” from just hearing about me? [he continues in this vein for a bit]...
God said to him, “Enough, Moses! This is the decree, and it's the same for all people.... The ministering angels said to the Holy One, “Ruler of the Universe, Why did the First Human die?” God said to them, “They did not take notice of [ie obey] me.” The angels said to God, “And behold, Moses did take notice of you!” God said to the angels, “The decree is the same for all people...." (Midrash Sifre Chapter 339)
The man who could be seen as an obedient servant in Deuteronomy here expresses outrage—or, at least, explicit fear—about his mortality, and lobbies for his own self-interest. Rather than mediating on behalf of the Israelites (as he often does in the Torah itself) he intercedes on his own behalf.
This Moses is so bold that God finally interrupts him with, “Enough, Moses!”
What's God's rejoinder to this high-stakes appeal? Not, interestingly, to mention the rock-hitting incident– that is, to tell him that this is punishment for his actions.
That would be the logic of the Ancient Near East, in Deuteronomy and beyond: If you do good, if you choose life, you get blessings. You don't get curses, death and badness unless you deserve it. We also see this all over Prophetic texts—a common explanation for the destruction of the First Temple and subsequent Babylonian exile is that, well, the people of Israel sinned.
Moses here seems to implicitly suggest, even, that he doesn't deserve death after all his great works, if that's the rubric. He's good, he did all these great things for the Israelites, etc. Midrash God doesn't dispute any of that. But none of it matters.
The early Rabbis* witnessed their own civilization destroyed by the Roman Empire: First, the traumatic razing of the Second Temple, and then the extreme, punitive response to the Jews' failed Bar Kochba Revolt.
Among many horrors, the most righteous, holy sages of their own generation were tortured and slaughtered by the Romans. One imagines that the early Rabbinic midrashist couldn't consider a question about why people die– about why, in a sense, bad things happen to good people–with trite adages about sin and punishment.
Like us, they saw good people suffer unjustly.
*This is, indeed, a very early midrash, just about the earliest layer of midrash that we have, written in the same Hebrew as the Mishnah and beleived to be contemporaneous with it, ca. 200 CE or earlier.
So they give us angels who challenge God on Moses' behalf– unlike the First Human, Moses “did take notice of” God’s words. He was good!

Marc Chagall, Moses Died Looking to the Promised Land, Where He Should Not Enter, 1956. Detail. (Lithograph of Moses, lying down in a robe, with one arm lifted, with two rays of light emitting from his head, gazing upwards. He is printed with yellow, and has a cane at his side.)
But then when God echoes God's earlier statement, it packs a heavier punch:
“The decree, she is the same for all people.”
However mortality began (thanks, First Human) it's a thing now. For everyone.
Doesn't matter how much your deeds merit.
It’s not necessarily logical, and it’s not necessarily fair, but, the Rabbis tell us, it's the truth. And the truth matters.
Interestingly, God never offers a direct answer to the question: Why must people die?
They just do.
This is just what happens.
And whether or not we like it, whether or not it's "fair," we have to accept it, because this is how real life actually is.
Which doesn't mean– as the Torah and the Rabbis teach us, again and again and again– that we shouldn't do everything in our power to try to try to use our divinely-given free will to create a more whole, more holy world for all the human beings in it to the full extent that we can, every single day, with all of our power, in all the ways that we can, to try to protect and preserve life, and then to love.
That's still and always our most important job while we draw breath.
But this means that, ultimately, none of us are exempt from the end of the story, whenever and however it happens– please God may it be a long time for all of us, and may we all thrive.
No amount of privilege, performative actions, capitulation to power or amassing of wealth will exempt us from this basic truth.
So we may as well show up and be the people we were meant to be, and live the life full of honesty, care, compassion and honor that is always available.
Day by day. Choice by choice. Act of love by act of love.
However the story ultimately ends, we have the power to write so much of who we are.
Moses went up from the Plains of Moav to Mount Nevo, and God let him see all the land.... There died there Moses, the servant of God, in the land of Moav. ...
But there arose no further prophet in Israel like Moses,
whom God knew face to face,
in all the signs and portents
that God sent him to do in the land of Egypt,
to Pharaoh and to all his servants, and to all his land;
and in all the strong hand
and in all the great, awe-inspiring [acts]
that Moshe did before the eyes of all Israel.
(Deuteronomy 34:1-12, abridged)

Marc Chagall, Moses Blesses the Children of Israel, 1966. (Lithograph of a bearded Moses in a green robe being lifted/supported, arms outstretched, by an angel with yellow wings and dark hair, gazing sweetly down at him, against the night.)

Dying is the opposite of leaving. I am more with you than I ever was before./ Why did no one tell us that to die is to be reincarnated in those we love while they are still alive? / Just to be clear, I don't want to get out without a broken heart. I intend to leave this life so shattered there's gonna have to be a thousand separate heavens for all of my flying parts." / Before I die, I want to be somebody's favorite hiding place, the place they can put everything they know they need to survive, every secret, every solitude, every nervous prayer, and be absolutely certain I will keep it safe. I will keep it safe. ANDREA GIBSON, z"l
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It's easy to attempt to do right by our friends, family, loved ones, acquaintances, and the people we simply encounter day-to-day– and often hard to get it right. Join us for a lively, interactive conversation around the ethics of interpersonal interactions and you might find that it proves transformative in the next sticky, or almost-sticky, situation.
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hold steady. ❤️🩹
we know what to do, even now.

This is Life as a Sacred Text 🌱, an everybody-celebrating, justice-centered voyage into ancient stories that can illuminate our own lives. It‘s run on a nonprofit, so it’s 100% NAZI FREE. More about the project here, and to subscribe, go here:
Like so many other people (also you?) I've been cycling through many different feelings around Renee Nicole Good's murder by ICE.
Rage. Fear. Despair. Horror. And thinking of the tens of thousands of Brown and Black people already snatched, stolen, sent to concentration camps both domestic and abroad. This culture of dehumanization is all one thing.
AND I keep coming back to the same core principles that I have through everything. Through all of these horrors, these losses, these fears, these terrifying pivot moments where it feels like everything might be changing.
They're the same lessons I learned from my activist mentors – the ones who forced the world to listen while their generation was dying of a disease nobody wanted to acknowledge– the same lessons that I've learned over the last 35 years of work trying to make change, through wins and setbacks and so many devastating losses.
And though this isn't one of my regularly scheduled missives, I just wanted to offer this infusion, to remind you that you're not alone, and of what you already know:
“Movements are born of critical connections
rather than critical mass.” -Grace Lee Boggs

Print that says "Be a Bridge" in red with blue bridge and path marks, by Elizabeth Jabar.
And as a reminder, and/or if you're newer to this community, a lot of this is in past posts:
Concrete tips on making space to Feel The Things:
notes on feeling our way into this next chapter
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This fight needs to have so many heads that they'll never be able to successfully cut them all off. It needs to be waged on so many fronts.
Some ideas in here:
keep all your shenanigans in one place
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More of the meta-strategic thing here:
time to level up / an early draft of a playbook
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What is your place on deck? Your role in this larger battle?
If you're not sure, these questions might help you discern:
another world is possible-- but we must start living into it today
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And we need to be nourishing ourselves regularly so that there's enough bandwidth for action AND so that our spirits are strong enough to say no to the forces that want us to concede, that want us to just follow orders, that want us to play nice instead of doing what's right:
why spiritual practice matters during the rising authoritarian tide
Life is a Sacred TextRabbi Danya Ruttenberg

“The world will not be destroyed by evil people but by good people who do nothing to stop it. Hopefully there will always be good people courageous enough to take on the bad guys, this is the only way humanity can hope for salvation.” ― Bangambiki Habyarimana
Sending much love. More Monday.
xo
RDR
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the world is an apple tree
the q of creation from nothing, from everybody's favorite overconfident medieval philosopher

So we're back with what I can only at this point call Your Every Occasional Maimonides. It's now officially an ongoing series?
But first!
First of all, the January Zoom Salon
for House of Study members is here!
Jan 11, 2-3:30ET/11-12:30PT
We go to a place with other people (or sit on our couch, or stand in our living room, or whatever) and say words. What happens?? What... do they do? What are they supposed to do? Especially if God is not a vending machine and prayers are not a quarter? We'll look at a range of Jewish and other sources with a number of different ideas about this, and hash out the question for ourselves about what all this might be really about.
Now. I thought it might be fun to look at a big philosophy question this time– specifically the creation of the world, in honor of our coming up on the end of the Torah (and our symbolic starting the story over– though we won't, not really.)
We've got a sacred book that begins,
"At the beginning of God’s creating of the heavens and the earth—now the earth was Confusion and Chaos, darkness over the face of Ocean, rushing-spirit of God soaring over the waters—God said: Let there be light! And there was light." (Genesis 1:1-3)
How might a physician-philosopher in the 12th century make sense of these words?
I'm going to quote little bits of the Guide for the Perplexed and then try to explain what's going on, insofar as I understand Maimonides, using a metaphor I've found useful– maybe it's useful to you as well? Whether or not you agree with how Maimonides makes sense of this is less the issue than whether or not you get what he's doing and can engage with it.
If nothing else, I think it's worthwhile to show you a more sophisticated engagement with questions that are often only depicted as a choice between fundamentalist literalism or secular scoffing. And if you'd like, we can look at how other Jewish thinkers consider the same question another time. (Let me know if you dig this? Or if you'd rather stick with the more practical-ethical stuff?)
The incorporeality of the Divine Being, and God's unity, in the true sense of the word—for there is no real unity without incorporeality—will be fully proved in the course of the present treatise. (Guide 1.1)
That is, God is infinite, and something with hands and a voice and moods and wishes (and etc.) is finite, limited. So obviously anthropomorphisms in Torah must be allegorical. (More here.) Language can only get you so far, but unfortunately we’re silly little humans who are stuck using language, which is why the Torah uses corporeal God language. This is an important starting point to get our boat pointed in the right direction.
Those who follow the Law of Moses, our Teacher, hold that the whole Universe, i.e., everything except God, has been brought by God into existence out of non-existence. In the beginning God alone existed, and nothing else; neither angels, nor spheres, nor the things that are contained within the spheres existed... Even time itself is among the things created; for time depends on motion....(Guide 2:13)
God is eternal, the world is not. Time? Matter? Physics? Angels? All happened somewhere between Genesis 1:1 and Genesis 1:3. He explains that he probably can't prove that the divine created the universe out of nothing – but that it's a strong logical possibility.
I intend to show that the theory of the Creation, as taught in Scripture, contains nothing that is impossible; and that all those philosophical arguments which seem to disprove our view contain weak points... Since I am convinced of the correctness of my method... (2:16)
God, Please Grant Me The Confidence Of A Medieval Jewish Physician-Philosopher...
This article was downloaded from https://www.lifeisasacredtext.com/maimonidescreation/ on Jan 21, 2026 at 6:15 PM EST.
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three rabbis and a minister walk into a Q&A
The ethics of AI? Staying safe & being a safe haven for others! Disability-adapting spiritual practice? How to tell a pork-loving spouse you're Jew-curious? Much more!

First of all, the January Zoom Salon
for House of Study members is here!
Jan 11, 2-3:30ET/11-12:30PT
We go to a place with other people (or sit on our couch, or stand in our living room, or whatever) and say words. What happens?? What... do they do? What are they supposed to do? Especially if God is not a vending machine and prayers are not a quarter? We'll look at a range of Jewish and other sources with a number of different ideas about this, and hash out the question for ourselves about what all this might be really about.
We're getting spicy with the lineup today! But as usual, I only bring you the A+iest brains there are. Your humble respondents today are:
When searching for religious community, how do you balance having standards with accepting that no community is perfect?
RBJM: Being a part of a religious community is, for me, about being in relationship with other people…. And so, I think the same sort of guidance applies as it does for dating or friendships… You want somewhere where you can belong, can be yourself, that feels good… and if they’re not checking all the boxes – yet -- can they get there?.... Do they treat each other (and you) well? There’s no such thing as soulmates (in my mind) so you’re not looking for the one, you’re looking for a community you can slowly build something with. What are your dealbreakers? Can you articulate them? Among your options, where might you be able to have an impact on the conversation that’s already there?
I want to ask about how you reconcile the fact that we're humans with limited capacity with the fact that there is always more that needs doing to make the world a better place. How do you stop for a break without beating yourself up?
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Good Things
a combo platter of things to read, hear, see and watch

This is Life as a Sacred Text 🌱, an everybody-celebrating, justice-centered voyage into ancient stories that can illuminate our own lives. It‘s run on a nonprofit, so it’s 100% NAZI FREE. More about the project here, and to subscribe, go here:
At the end of a calendar year–
Almost at the end of an epic 4 1/2 year voyage through the five books of Torah –
(We'll get through the end of the journey in January!) –
(And start on the very Shiny New chapter of Life is a Sacred Text in February!)
In the middle of innumerable Hard Things happening out there–
While the days are short and the nights are long over here in the Northern Hemisphere–
I thought you could use some good things. 🌼
Let's start with some radical amazement, care of the scientist educators still employed by the US government (seriously, a lot of cool stuff here, save to play around with later):
NASA ScienceJeanette Kazmierczak

Literally: Here, have the Universe.
Next: Virginia Woolf began her memoir, A Sketch of the Past, in 1939, but never finished it. It's now published in a volume titled Moments of Being. Here's an excerpt that I love. It opens with two very early memories, and then she reflects,
“I feel that strong emotion must leave its trace; and it is only a question of how we can get ourselves again attached to it, so that we shall be able to live our lives through from the start. But the peculiarity of these two strong memories was that each was very simple. I am hardly aware of myself, but only of the sensation. I am only the container of the feeling of ecstasy, of the feeling of rapture.”
(When are we only containers, vessels, for something else? When should we be?)
Then, later in childhood–
Week after week passed at St. Ives and nothing made any dint upon me. Then, for no reason that I know about, there was a sudden violent shock; something happened so violently that I have remembered it all my life...The first: I was fighting with Thoby on the lawn. We were pommelling each other with our fists. Just as I raised my fist to hit him, I felt: why hurt another person? I dropped my hand instantly, and stood there, and let him beat me. ... The second instance was also in the garden at St. Ives. I was looking at the flower bed by the front door; “That is the whole”, I said. I was looking at a plant with a spread of leaves; and it seemed suddenly plain that the flower itself was a part of the earth; that a ring enclosed what was the flower; and that was the real flower; part earth; part flower.
and then, later, she muses,
From this I reach what I might call a philosophy; at any rate it is a constant idea of mine; that behind the cotton wool [of the mundane] is hidden a pattern; that we — I mean all human beings — are connected with this; that the whole world is a work of art; that we are parts of the work of art. Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is the truth about this vast mass that we call the world. But there is no Shakespeare, there is no Beethoven... we are the words; we are the music; we are the thing itself.... It proves that one’s life is not confined to one’s body and what one says and does...
... but rather, what, do you think?
How might you connect her insights about the flower and us being the music, the thing itself?

"I was looking at the flower bed by the front door; “That is the whole”, I said. I was looking at a plant with a spread of leaves; and it seemed suddenly plain that the flower itself was a part of the earth; that a ring enclosed what was the flower; and that was the real flower; part earth; part flower." (Pink and purple chrysanthemums in a garden.)
gentle, loving reminder that subscriptions to the House of Study
are only 20% off for 2 more days
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animal farm
a few zoological midrashim about being a person

This is Life as a Sacred Text 🌱, an everybody-celebrating, justice-centered voyage into ancient stories that can illuminate our own lives. It‘s run on a nonprofit, so it’s 100% NAZI FREE. More about the project here, and to subscribe, go here:
Happy Friday! I hope you had a fabulous rest of your Hanukah, a merry and joyful Christmas, are having a blessed Kwanzaa, and/or are otherwise enjoying this season of rest and celebration.
I thought it might be fun for our last Thurz post of the year to do a few midrashim on the stages of life, through a zoomorphic (and astrological!) lens.
They're all from Midrash Tanchuma, which was composed ca. 500-800 ce, in Talmudic Babylon, aka what's now Iraq. Let's do this thing?
1)
Then the seven stages in the life of a person begin:
In the first stage one is like royalty, for everyone inquires about their health and is eager to look at them. They hug and kiss them, since they are only one year old.
In the second stage they are like a swine that grovels in dunghills, for a child waddles in the dirt when they are two years old.
In the third stage they are like a goat who skips about in the pasture. They are a joy in the eyes of their parents. They skip about here and there, while laughing, and everyone takes delight in them.
In the fourth stage they act like a horse about to run in a race.
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