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When you build a new house, you must make a parapet for your roof and not incur bloodguilt on your house when the faller falls from it.






Deuteronomy 22:8

“It was taught in the school of R. Yishmael: “when the faller falls from it”: He was destined to fall from the six days of creation, for he has not yet fallen, and Scripture calls him ‘the faller’ – but merit is channeled [via the Heavenly ordinance] through the meritorious, and guilt through the guilty [so that he who is guilty of not building the railing bears the guilt of the fall (Shabbat 32a).”

It is destined: someone will fall.  We are faced with two choices: Build a fence of protection so he can make it through the world unhurt, at least in our homes, and earn merit or, leave our home unprotected and be guilty if and when he falls.  Every home must be changed for the one who falls.  Is that fair?  Can’t we just expect the one who falls to be more careful?  Apparently not.  It is the way he was made (“destined from the six days of creation”).  We know it is just something about him; the way he was made; something unavoidable.  A klutz.  We all know the type.

We must know the type because the type is us.  We were in Egypt.  We know what it means to be oppressed, hurt, excluded.  A chain is only as strong as its weakest link; a team, only as good as its worst player.  Our job it to build a world, not just for the strong, the coordinated, the “put together.”  It’s to build a world for those who fall, or are falling apart.  We all need to fall apart every once in a while.  Parents die.  Spouses die.  Children die.  The rabbis said, “Anyone who buries his sons is forgiven for all his sins,” (Berachot 5b).  Forgiven?!  What sort of solace is being forgiven when you cannot make it through the day without crying?  We all need to fall apart every once in a while.  Can I?

I am so mad at my children.  I mean, thank God they are alive, but what’s hardest is that I know my being mad at them means that I’m mad at myself (it’s called “projection” if memory serves me correctly).  Mad at myself for not being a better person, a better parent, a better husband.  For not being thinner, or more in shape, or younger, or for getting older.  For not getting better grades, or reading faster, or studying harder, or being kinder, or writing better and more…Everyone needs to fall apart; everyone is falling – sometime or another, or all the time.  Everyone is falling.  This season the shofar pierces me and I am falling…Is there a parapet to protect me?

It reminds me of an explanation of the 36 tzadikkim – righteous people – who sustain the world.  There are not 36 “real people” who are perfectly righteous.  Those people do not exist.  Nobody is perfect.  Nobody doesn’t have an off day.  But at every moment of every day of existence, there are 36 people in the vast world who are doing perfectly righteous acts.  Only 36, but 36!  36 people who manage to transcend themselves, their egos, their own needs, their desires, their fears, their hatreds, and perhaps even their loves, and to act in perfect righteousness.  They think only of God.  Or perhaps they don’t even think of God.  Perhaps they do not even think at all, but are like angels who have no consciousness, but rather only a sense of mission; like the righteous gentiles of the Shoah most of whom possessed no great theological insight; only “of course you help.”  “Of course what the world has asked of me is wrong.”  “Of course I must shelter this mother and her child.”  36 people who are righteous at any one time in the world to keep it all from falling apart.

How many people in the world are falling (apart) at any one time?  I’m not talking about people being killed by hurricanes, or tsunamis or acts of God.  Not great injustices being done by evil people upon good people.  How many klutzes are there in the world (36?) who need protection from their own foolishness, or disability, or their own falling, and from falling apart.  So we change every home, every roof for fallers, for falling, for falling apart.  If I am honest about the shadowy places of my own soul, I have to admit that a part of me cries out:  “it’s not fair.”  As I shell out another $2,000 to build a parapet on my home, a part of me I’d rather other people not know about, mutters under my breath, “this sucks.”  I’m not going to fall off this roof.  They should be more careful!  They should learn how to walk!  In the world, they should just learn how to walk in the world without falling.  Why should I shell out $2,000 of MY MONEY! Just because they can’t seem to figure out how not to walk.  By the way, my insurance rates would be much lower if they could figure out putting one foot in front of the other.  I am getting madder and madder at them, and as I do, each time I get really mad, I try to ask or tell myself – it’s not them (my kids, those who fall) that I am mad at; it’s me.  In a moment of true despair, through tears and hands thrown up to the heavens, I once asked my teacher, Reb Mimi, why people got so angry?  (as to hit a child – in my line of work, I meet some children with bruises – real bruises – because their parents, who brought them into the world and whose job it is to LOVE them, actually hit them, hard.) – why do people get so angry?

“Fear,” my teacher said.  With deep wells of wisdom.  Fear.

And another teacher, in a courtyard in Jerusalem, on a chill spring evening, once told me, “if you do not suffer yourself, it is your job to make yourself a brother of suffering.”  A brother of suffering.

So a part of myself, that in my best, truest moments I do not like so much, and would rather most people not know about (the Hafetz Hayyim said you violate the injunction to “love your neighbor as yourself” when you speak lashon hara – when you relate anything negative about someone else because nobody wants other people to know negative things about themselves) – a part of myself says with anger (and fear), that klutz is costing me $2,000 of my money to build a parapet.

“To God is the earth and everything in it,” says the Psalmist.  It’s not your money, Daniel.

“Mine! Mine! Mine!”

Gently, with a loving and firm hand: “It’s not yours dear one; it’s Mine.  My friend, my son, dear one who I love (“with a great love God loves His people” say the prayers.  Even me, I must assume.), please obey.  Put up the parapet.  For many reasons – yes, it’s the right thing, yes, you may one day fall or fall apart (do you need to right now?) – but beyond the many reasons, please trust me.  It will help put My world back together.  And it’s what I’ve asked, commanded, told you to do.  And Daniel (if I call Him YHVH – a personal name – what’s to make me think He doesn’t know mine?), Daniel, why are you so upset about the parapet?

A long, long silence.

Daniel, why are you so upset about the parapet?  It’s SO obviously not about the parapet.

What’s wrong?

Are we really going to have this conversation?

I am here – says God – ultimately the only answer he ever gave Job.  That and a bit of intimidation by appearing and speaking out of a whirlwind.

I am here listening.

Are we really going to have this conversation?  Because you may not like me so much when we’re done.

I am here.

Okay.  So, yeah, it’s not about the parapet – haven’t been to a lot of therapy but I know myself enough to know that.  And I also know that I spent an awful lot of time on my back the past few weeks.  I was the one who fell.  Okay, okay.  But that’s just what has set this off.  The real issue?  Why are there fallers?  I mean it.  The world, God, is a mess; and you’ve got a lot of explaining to do.  The school of Rabbi Yishmael said that I build the parapet for the person who, since the beginning of creation, You prepared! You DESTINED to fall!  Why would you do that?!  And why am I supposed to LIKE you, much less LOVE you, for creating me and putting me into the world when You created it with people who fall?  I’ve heard lots of explanations.  Some of those explanations other people have said to me.  And in trying to HELP YOUR HOLY NAME in this world, I’ve even told some of those explanations to other people.  God is not found in the cancer, in the hurricanes.  God doesn’t make people fall; he helps them to get up.  “Adonai supports those who are falling, straightens those who are bent over.”  The rabbis said, “the world goes according to its way.”  You created a world and it functions according to its laws.  And I’ve been told, and told others, You are found in the helping, in the recovery, in the fixing, in the comforting.  But we both know it’s not quite that simple.  “Hear O Israel, Adonai our God, Adonai is One.”  If You are One, then I cannot say You are not anywhere, even in the cancer.

So why did you create the world this way?!  You create worlds.  Is this some kind of joke?  If it weren’t so serious, it’d be funny, but it’s not.  You created a world of sadness beyond measure…

(Thanks to Rabbi Perry Netter of Temple Beth Am for his discussion on parshat ki tetzei that planted the seeds for this piece.)

