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Erev RH - Offering God a Blessing

Shanah Tova.  I was recently reminded of a Talmudic story (Berachot
7a) that takes place on the high holidays, that I’ve been thinking about
and feels like a lovely story to bring in the holidays.  The story is about
an experience of the high priest, Rabbi Yishmael ben Elisha, on Yom
Kippur, and what happened when he entered into the Kodesh
kodeshim, the holy of holiest - the innermost sanctum that he, alone,
as the cohen gadol was allowed to enter, and only on Yom Kippur.  His
name Yishmael means “God will listen” which seems a very
appropriate name for this story.  Yishmael is the name of a character
we will hear about in tomorrow’s Torah reading as we talk about
Hagar’s son though interestingly he won’t be called by name tomorrow
- but that is for another day.

The high priest spends Yom Kippur at work in the Temple, with much
responsibility resting on his shoulders that he performs the Yom
Kippur ritual correctly, with all its details from slaughtering of goats, to
sprinkling of blood, and changing clothes for the avodah service and
having total focus as our shaliach, our representative.  As part of the
rituals, he enters kadosh kedoshim with the smoke of the incense
going before him, and the place is empty.  Or so he thought, getting
surprised to have a conversation.

The story:
Rabbi Yishmael enters the kodesh kodeshim, the holy of Holies on
Yom Kippur to offer incense and he sees God, The Lord of Hosts
seated on a high and exalted throne (see Isaiah 6). And God says
to Yishmael: Yishmael, My son, bless Me. ָמֵעאל ִני,ִיׁשְ ְרֵכִניּבְ ּבָ

I, Yishmael said to God (the prayer that God prays): “May it be Your
will that Your compassion overcome Your anger, and may Your
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compassion prevail over Your other attributes, and may You act
towards Your children with the attribute of compassion, and may
You act towards them by going beyond the letter of the law.”

The Holy One, Blessed be, nodded His head and accepted the
blessing.

This story is amazing, Rabbi Yishmael meets not just a person but
God, Godself, sitting on a throne of mercy.  What is the high priest to
do?  - there is no protocol for meeting God.

And God opens the conversation and calls Yishmael by his first name
and asks Yishmael to bless God - such a shocking request.  How can
God need blessing?  What words could Yishmael have to bless God?
How could he, a human being bless the divine?  What do you say
when you bless God?

Usually we thank God and ask God to bless us, us humans. Not us to
bless God.

Rabbi Yishmael finds words (or maybe gets inpired by God).  What
does he bless God with: to be compassionate, and to have his
compassion overcome his anger and to act towards others with
compassion.  And to act beyond what is demanded by the letter of the
law and beyond the harshness of the rigorous application of law, doing
what is ethical, generous and kind.

And God’s response: God nods God’s head and accepts this blessing.

The Talmud continues with a question as to what we should learn from
this story.  The response is: That we should not take the blessing of
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an ordinary person lightly. Not that the cohen gadol has special
powers to bless. But that all of us, yes, all of us, have the power to
bless and our blessings have power and shouldn’t be taken lightly.

If God asked for and accepted and valued a human’s blessing, all the
more, that humans might also need blessings, whether or not they can
ask for them.  and value them, or atleast should value the blessings
we can receive from others around us.

And if Yishmael can be a source of blessing to God, all the more so,
humans can be a source of blessings for us and we can be sources of
blessing to others.  We have the ability both to hear and be touched
by the blessings of others and to bless.  The world, and God are
waiting for our blessings.

We must not take our ability to bless lightly - both in the gift of being
able to offer blessings, and in our discernment of what those blessings
can and should be.

And when in doubt of what blessing to offer, I don’t think we can go
wrong, using Ishmael’s blessing to God, that our compassion lead the
way and be dominant over other attributes and we go beyond the
letter of the law and act with kindness, and generosity.

May we never forget that we are sources of blessing - blessings that
we ourselves, and those around us and God need.

May we have much wisdom in discerning the blessings that are
needed.  And distribute them generously.

May this be a year in which we enjoy both being the recipient and the
giver of many brachot.
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ַּתנְיָא, ָאַמר ַרִּבי יְִׁשָמֵעאל ֶּבן ֱאִליָׁשע: ַּפַעם ַאַחת, נְִכנְַסִּתי ְלַהְקִטיר ְקטֹוֶרת ִלְפנַי
וְִלְפנִים, וְָרִאיִתי ַאְכְּתִריֵאל יָּה ה׳ ְצָבאֹות, ֶׁשהּוא יֹוֵׁשב ַעל ִּכֵּסא ָרם וְנִָּׂשא, וְָאַמר ִלי:
״יְִׁשָמֵעאל ְּבנִי, ָּבְרֵכנִי!״ ָאַמְרִּתי לֹו: ״יְִהי ָרצֹון ִמְּלָפנֶי�, ֶׁשּיְִכְּבׁשּו ַרֲחֶמי� ֶאת ַּכַעְס�,
וְיִּגֹוּלּו ַרֲחֶמי� ַעל ִמּדֹוֶתי�, וְִתְתנֵַהג ִעם ָּבנֶי� ְּבִמַּדת ָהַרֲחִמים, וְִתָּכנֵס ָלֶהם ִלְפנִים

ִמּׁשּוַרת ַהִּדין״. וְנְִענַע ִלי ְּברֹאׁשֹו. וְָקַמְׁשַמע ַלן, ֶׁש�א ְּתֵהא ִּבְרַּכת ֶהְדיֹוט ַקָּלה ְּבֵעינֶי�.

Probably don’t include
Lifnei meshurat hadin

(A concept explained by the 13th century Nachmanides,
writing about Deuteronomy 6:18, You shall do what is right and good in the eyes of God teaches
that the laws of the Torah cannot legislate for more than a fraction of the ethical dilemmas we
will face in life. However, through keeping the Torah we can fine-tune our moral sensibilities
so that we will be able to intuit what is the right thing to do in cases that are not legislated and
to do more than the Torah requires in situations that are.

In the period leading up to Rosh Hashanah, we fear what might be the consequences if God
were to judge us with precise justice, untempered by compassion. In numerous places, the
Rabbis teach that if we behave towards others lifnim mishurat hadin, with generosity and
kindness beyond what is strictly required, then we might hope that God will act lifnim
mishurat hadin with us, and forgo the harshness that rigorous application of justice would
require.)


