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A tale from Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav: 
 

The king’s star gazer saw that the grain harvested that year was tainted. Anyone who 
would eat from it would became insane.  
 
“What can we do?” said the king. “It is not possible to destroy the crop for we do not 
have enough grain stored to feed the entire population.” 
 
“Perhaps,” said the star gazer, “we should set aside enough grain for ourselves. At least 
that way we could maintain our sanity.”  
 
The king replied, “If we do that, we will be considered crazy. If everyone behaves one 
way and we behave differently, we will be considered the not normal ones. 
 
“Rather,” said the king, “I suggest that you and I should eat from the crop, just like 
everyone else. However, in order to remind ourselves that we are not normal, we will 
make a mark on our foreheads. So that even if we are insane, whenever we look at each 
other, we will remember (and know) that we are insane!” (based on a translation by 
Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan). 

 
That's it. That's the whole story. The last time I told this story from the bimah was in 1976 
when I was a student-rabbi in Battle Creek. That's 40 years ago, just in case you're counting. 
It's one of those stories you tell at least once in a Biblical generation. Once every 40 years. Just 
your luck that this is the 40th anniversary. 
 
The story is, without question, difficult. Enigmatic. But it is, I think, an important tale. That is, I 
believe there is an important truth — and maybe more than one — contained in this story. This 
morning I'd like to try and unwrap it. 
 
 
The narrative is fairly straightforward. The grain is poisoned. Eating it will drive you mad. But 
only two guys know this — the king and his star-gazing advisor. They have a choice: either 
refrain from eating the tainted grain and be different from everybody else (and as a result be 
thought of as crazy by everyone else), or eat from the tainted grain and be like everyone else 
(and therefore be considered sane or normal by everyone else). They choose the latter, to eat 
from the tainted grain, but with one caveat — they will make marks on their foreheads so that 
when they see each other they will know that they really are mad. 
 
There are any number of ways we can interpret this. No doubt some of you are already 
applying it to today's world. How often have I thought, "Am I the only sane one here? What's 



 

 

wrong with these people? Are they all crazy or is it just me?" I have a high level of confidence 
that most if not all of us have had these thoughts at one time or another in our lifetimes. There 
are times when it feels very much like the world is going mad and, as a viewer, I am left on the 
outside looking in.  
 
I'm reminded David Lean's masterpiece film, "The Bridge on the River Kwai." Alec Guinness, 
the British commanding officer in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp, is leading the effort to help 
build a bridge for their enemy captors. William Holden, who has escaped from the camp, has 
returned with a small squad to blow it up. Watching Guinness trying to stop the demolition of 
the bridge, another British officer from a remote spot overlooking the entire scene says out 
loud, "Madness! Madness!" Those are the very last lines of the film and, as such, its message: 
War is madness. And that British officer, the outside observer, is us. And all we can see and 
say is "Madness! Madness!" 
 
I have no doubt that for the Jews of Eastern Europe, the way of the world outside their insular 
lives must have seemed like madness. Especially for the Hasidim, who believed what we 
consider the real world as nothing more than illusory, this tale could very well be a 
commentary on our misconception. We have all eaten the grain. Or drunk the Kool-Aid. This 
world, this life, is illusion. It's not real.  
 
The Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism (and the great grandfather of Nachman of 
Bratslav), tells the story of a deaf man walking beside a building where a wedding is taking 
place. Looking through the window all he can see are the people dancing, their bodies twisting, 
their arms flying about, their mouths opening and closing, their eyes darting from side to side. 
"Surely, these people are mad," he thought to himself.  
 
The BeSHT comes at it from a different perspective, but the message is the same. What we 
often assume to be madness is simply the beauty we cannot hear. There is a dichotomy 
between illusion and reality. In this tale the metaphor is deafness, but it is the people on the 
outside, the ones who have eaten the grain, who are deaf. 
 
But how then are we to understand their choice of eating from the grain, too? Is this a case of 
"If you can't beat 'em, join 'em"? Is this a surrendering to the madness of the world out there? 
Perhaps. It can't be denied that that their ultimate choice to be like everybody else must be 
understood as essential to the tale. 
 
This then takes us to what many scholars believe is the original version of the story. Seemingly, 
it did not originate in Judaism let alone Hasidism. The story has its roots in the Islamic 
tradition as far back as the 9th century. It is a Sufi tale. 
 
It's basically the same story. In the Sufi tale it's water as opposed to grain and only one man 
knows that the water will make you mad. The story ends: 

 
At first he drank none of the new water, but went back to his concealment, to draw on 
his supplies [of the good water that he had set aside]. Finally, however, he took the 
decision to drink the new water because he could not bear the loneliness of living, 
behaving and thinking in a different way from everyone else. He drank the new water, 
and became like the rest. Then he forgot all about his own store of special water, and 



 

 

his fellows began to look upon him as a madman who had miraculously been restored 
to sanity. 

 
According to the artist Tom Block, the implied message is: "One must be involved in life...social 
action is a central aspect of spiritual practice. Or as Rabbi Alan Brill of Seton Hall University 
puts it, "The bottom line...is the necessity of forgoing enlightenment in order to participate in 
the world." 
 
This is a message to which we all can relate. Life is with people. Better to be with the people, 
even if they are mad, than separate and alone. It is in this world that we can make a difference, 
not apart and in isolation.  
 
Yet what separates the Hasidic from the Sufi version are two subtle but essential alterations: 
the fact that there are two people who know about the madness, and that they choose to mark 
themselves to serve as a reminder of their own subsequent madness. And it is in this 
modification that I believe we can discover an even deeper and more important message to this 
ancient tale. Especially today.  
 
 
Let us take the story at its word. We are mad. We are cut off from true reality. Of course, we 
don't know this. Because we are living in our own world, in a perpetual state of spiritual 
disconnect. After all, how do we know — really — that this is real? Here lies the foundations of 
all mysticism: There is more to reality than meets the eye.  
 
Consider deja vu. Most of us have had the experience. As opposed to the now-popular "Aha" 
moment, deja vu is what I would call a "Whoa" moment. A momentary experience of The 
Twilight Zone. It's not even an experience as much as it is a feeling. Even better, a sensation. 
Like I've been here before. Or as if I'm reliving something. Nobody understands it, not really. 
Scientists say it's "an anomaly of memory, which creates a distinct impression that an 
experience is being recalled." Some of us feel as if it's a connection to another reality. You can 
decide for yourself. 
 
In the Jewish tradition, however, there's a suggestion that before we are born, while we are in 
utero, we know everything. As in Everything. In our transition from there to here, we begin as 
all-knowing. According to the Talmud (Bavli, Niddah 30b), however, when we are born, when 
we emerge into the light an angel comes and presses against our mouths, inducing silence (and 
forgetfulness). Hence — so the tradition suggests — is the source of the slight indentation 
between our nose and our upper lip. Anatomically it's known as the philtrum. It's the reminder 
of the moment the angel came to us and said, "Shhhh." Life in this world would be 
incomprehensible — perhaps even unbearable — were we to retain all the knowledge of the 
Universe. If would feel like madness. Nevertheless, life in the here and now unfolds now and 
then as a "remembering," a process whereby we piece-by-piece gradually reclaim some of the 
forgotten truths. We have moments of awareness, sensations of deeper truth.  
 
For traditional Jews this happens through the study of Torah. Chaya Lester writes: 
 

"Life sprawls out before us as an on-going uncovering of all we have forgotten. Each 
piece of Torah learned is thus imbued with a striking sense of deja vu, of resonance 
with a truth we have seemingly always known. Torah learning, according to the 



 

 

Talmud's model, is thus seen as more of a recovery...than a revelation...The philtrum 
reminds us of our own insane amnesia of the truth that rests within." 

 
In other words, when you hear or learn something that instantly makes "perfect" sense, that 
feeling is the deja vu, the intuition that I've known this all along. Our reaction to it is an 
immediate and unequivocal "Yes." And in Judaism, it comes via Torah, the antidote to the 
madness of daily living. 
 
Building on this understanding of what is forgotten and then rediscovered, what is lost and 
then reclaimed, distinguishing between what is perceived as reality and what is considered 
fantasy, I want to offer a somewhat different take.  
 
 
Not quite 60 years ago, when I was maybe 7 years old, I was in my backyard with Jerry Herron, 
Larry Schumer and Ida Malian. The four of us were standing on my patio, just outside our 
screened-in back porch. And there was an argument between me and Jerry. I don't remember 
what it was about, not that it matters; we were often in contention with each other. We must've 
been yelling, because my mom came outside to break it up and send the other kids home. It 
was a typical little kids skirmish. 
 
But what I remember about the aftermath has stayed with me ever since. I don't know what it 
was I said or did, but I remember feeling bad about myself. Like I was on the outside looking 
in, I distinctly recall feeling a sense of surprise. Maybe the kids had said something, maybe it 
was my mom, but I remember thinking, "That's not me. I'm better than that. I don't do that 
kind of stuff." It was as if I were seeing a side of me that I did not recognize. I also remember 
saying inside my head, "I was acting like Ida." I then conveniently blamed it all on her. 
 
It's not insignificant that I still remember this moment so vividly. On some level I can now see 
that it must've been traumatic. For the first time in my life my sense of self and my reality were 
at odds with each other. I was not who I thought I was. And I didn't like who was presenting 
himself as me. This was the "other" Steve Kushner.  
 
Now, of course, we all have moments where others perceive us differently than we see 
ourselves. No doubt it's a fairly common experience. For all of us. But that first time was a 
whopper. It really upset me. And it haunted me for a very long time, so much so that I can 
bring it up without any difficulty almost six decades later. I had always thought of myself as a 
good person. It was the other kids who did the mean stuff. This wasn't me. It was Ida.  
 
In retrospect however, I wonder if I wasn't right. Not about Ida, that is, but about this new 
person not being me. Not the real me.  
 
I wonder if this is not true for all of us? Over the course of our lifetimes, as we grow, as we 
experience life with its travails, as our microcosm grows larger and more complex, I wonder if it 
is not true that we become more distant, more separate, more disconnected from our true, 
authentic selves? We will often reflect on this process and label it as a loss of innocence. But 
maybe innocence is more than something we can simply dismiss as childhood nature? Maybe 
innocence is who we really were? Who we really still are? 
 



 

 

When we enter into this sacred space on this day of personal reflection, are we not coming 
here to encounter that person we used to be? Are we not hoping to reconnect with the real me, 
the one God brought into the world? I wonder if the life we live out there is, in fact, the 
madness of Nachman's story, the life that has come as a result of eating the tainted grain? And 
that Yom Kippur is not, in some form or another, the mark on our foreheads, the mechanism 
by which I am able to acknowledge that I used to be different than I am now? And like the 
Hasidic version with King and his advisor, we need each other to see and recognize that we all 
used to be someone else because we are all here for the same reason — to reclaim just a part, 
even if it's just a memory, of who it was I used to be? 
 
 
There are many gifts which Judaism has given to the world. The notion of one God. The idea 
that all human beings are created in God's image. The imperative to love each other. The 
pursuit of justice. But for me, if there is one thing that began with Judaism, and even more is at 
the very heart of what it means to live a Jewish life, it must be teshuvah. Usually it gets 
translated as repentance, but I don't know what that word means. I do, however, understand 
the Hebrew, which at its root means simply to turn. To re-turn. To redirect the course of my 
life. Teshuvah is Judaism's most profound gift to humanity, because it is the most human thing 
we can do — the ability, predicated on the desire, the will, because it is a conscious decision — 
to come about, to change direction, to come home. 
 
Nachman of Bratslav, who gave us this story of poisoned grain and madness, taught that 
teshuvah "is what gives man existence". The act of teshuvah is "...my decalaration, 'I am ready 
to exist as a person of value'" (Repentence, Jonathan Magonet, p. 34). Which is to say, 
teshuvah is what enables our lives to have meaning. Yet, contrary to the way we normally 
think about it, maybe teshuvah is not so much about returning to God as it is about returning 
to myself. To the real me. To the way God made me. So we are taught in the Talmud: "Ba'al 
teshuvah k'tinok sh'nolad dami — One who masters teshuvah is like a child newly born" (Bavli 
Yevamot 22:a). Like I used to be. 
 
Maybe this day isn't here so much to tell me where I went wrong as it is to remind me that I 
once was right? Maybe this day isn't here to make me feel bad about myself as much as it's 
here to allow me to rediscover the beauty and the goodness that is me? It hasn't gone 
anywhere. It's still there. I've just been eating too much of the tainted grain. Drinking the Kool-
Aid. I can't recognize myself anymore. But Yom Kippur is the mark on my forehead and we are 
each other's partner that we need in order to see and remember that this is not who I really am. 
As with the Hasidic version of the story that involves two people, we are here, as partners, to 
help each other do teshuvah. That's why we say together, al chet shechatanu — for the sin, for 
the chet — which really means "misdirection" — which we committed. For all the grain we've 
eaten. For all the stuff we've done to obscure our true selves. Forgive us. Pardon us. Grant us 
at-one-ment. Maybe we should consider a re-spelling of these Days of Awe as High "Wholly" 
Days, days wherein I aspire to wholeness, where I have the opportunity — in sacred 
community — to return to my real self? Because this me is the illusion.  
 
Chadeish yameinu k'kedem. Renew my days as of old. Help me to be as I once was. The way 
you made me. Beautiful. And good.  
 

Neshamah sh'natata bi tehorah hi.  
The soul You placed within me is pure.  


