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Six years ago a guy named Andy made plans to fly from Australia to Beijing to attend a business conference the following spring. He flies a lot for business, in the U.S. and Asia. This particular trip included a stay in Malaysia. His travel agent presented him an itinerary to get him to Beijing on Friday for the conference on Sunday. But Andy wanted to stay an extra day in Malaysia. 

Andy’s Jewish. His travel agent is an observant Jew, and didn’t want to book a fellow Jew on a Saturday morning flight. So he said, I can get you there on Friday, but if you want to go on Saturday you’ll have to work it out yourself. Andy said fine, book the rest and I’ll find a Saturday flight. Then one day, sitting at LAX on another trip, Andy changed his mind, and he wrote his travel agent to ask for the Friday flight, and even got a recommendation for a kosher Shabbat dinner in Beijing.

So far, this is a not-very-interesting entry on TripAdvisor. Except, the flight that Andy did not take -- on Saturday, March 4, 2014 -- was Malaysian Airlines Flight 370. It left from Kuala Lampur and vanished, and has never been found. Its 227 passengers and 12 crew are presumed to have died in an accident. 

May their memories be a blessing. May their families find comfort.

This is hardly the only happening of its kind, or the only near-miss of its kind. It has stuck with me, though, because of the reaction it stirred up in some press, which I think has a lot to say to us this year.

I know about Andy because a friend of mine, Rabbi Asher Lopatin, ran across the story in the Jerusalem Post, which got it off a blog called “Dan’s Deals.” Dan is a discount travel maven, and by the end of my talk I hope you’re going to see that he’s a spiritual wise man. But we have to work our way there.

What’s your take on Andy’s experience? What does it make you think of, maybe even in this past year?

Andy’s reaction, at least right away, was to get in touch with his travel agent and say, get me off my return flight on Malaysian Airlines and don’t ever book me on them again.

The travel agent wrote back and said: God and Shabbat saved your life, and you owe them something.


Now one is traditional and one isn’t, but both Andy and his agent seemed to be looking for a way to get up the next day and have this make sense. For Andy, it was kind of mechanical. I’ll figure out the odds on how to avoid bad things from happening. 

For the travel agent, there’s a religious logic – follow religious law and good things happen. But we know the world doesn’t work that way.

But both were avoiding what our Torah reading today is about.

Andy was doing what people do every day. Not everyone is an international business traveler, but that was Andy’s regular life and he was doing his regular thing.  He was relying on some basic things, some fundamental assumptions. Then out of the blue, exactly the thing he relied on went upside-down, in the most horrible way possible. For Andy it was a near-miss – if one decision had gone differently, he would have been on that plane. 

This is the Torah reading today, the Akedah. Avraham has come finally to depend on certain certainties in his life. It has taken him decades. He’s organized his life around this grounding. He knows he lives in a dangerous place and time. He’s more than prepared for evil kings and wars and famines. 

But one day, it is this bedrock he built his life on that says to him: Take your son, your only son, and offer him up on that mountain. It had to be the mountain – the symbol of all holiness and truth in his life, becoming the place of fear and confusion. This story ends with the near-miss – no, actually your son will live – but they have to live with that what-if.

We have these things we put our basic faith in. Sending our kids to school every day. Being as healthy tomorrow as I am today. Going to the mall. Coming to a synagogue.  

The fear is that one day, it’s one of those things that won’t be reliable. One of those will be exactly where life will be turned upside-down.

How do we live in the face of that? Without being overwhelmed, or being unable to move, or without losing our joy?

Andy’s story took place just a couple of days before the holiday of Purim that year, 2013. The holiday of Esther and Mordechai and Haman, a holiday of costumes and silliness, which is also the holiday of the upside-down, the almost disaster, the near-miss. You can’t make this stuff up.



The Talmud says in one place that if you don’t understand the story of Purim, you don’t actually understand what the Torah has to say, about Andy’s life and Avraham’s mountain and our own fears of the unpredictable world. 

Here’s the passage in the Talmud: 

Rav Avdimi bar Chama bar Chasa said: When the Jews arrived at Mt. Sinai to receive the Torah, the Blessed Holy One picked up the mountain and turned it upside down over their heads. God said: If you accept the Torah, great. If not, I’ll drop this mountain on your heads.

Rav Acha bar Yaakov said – this makes the whole Torah invalid. That’s not accepting the Torah. You are making it sound like Mt. Sinai itself is what we should be afraid of.

Said Rabba: It doesn’t matter. Because the covenant was actually completed later, by the Jews in the days of the Megillah, the time of Esther and Mordechai. They were the first ones to get the picture about real life, and they figured out how the Torah fits in.



Basically, the Talmud compares two parts of the Bible. You’ve got the Torah, the serious religious outlook, and then you’ve got the Megillah, the Purim story. Now the Torah is supposed to be the big thing. Mt. Sinai is supposed to be about a coherent world, where God pays close attention and rewards good and punishes evil, where the Jews have a special mission. The Megillah is a story about harems and sexism, where the Jews never talk about God and go around with names of Persian gods like Ishtar and Marduk, and the king is a fool who hosts a drinking party that lasts for six months.

So compare those. The Talmud says: Actually, the Megillah might be a more honest book about the world than the Torah. The Jews of the story of Purim added something necessary that even the Jews at Mt. Sinai didn’t get when they were talking directly to God.

The Jews of the Megillah had to figure out how to live as Jews in a world where as much didn’t make sense as did. One of the key phrases in the whole Megillah is v’nahafoch hu – meaning, it’s all turned upside-down. Everything in the Megillah lurches back and forth – one day the Jews are well-integrated, the next day they are enemies of the state, the next they are in charge. And of course Purim itself means: a roll of the dice. Casting lots.

Purim takes place in a somewhat random world. Where there is violence from sources that sometimes you can pinpoint and sometimes it’s random.

The rabbis of the Talmud knew that this is more like the real world than anything else in the whole Bible.

And the key moment comes when Mordechai and Esther finally communicate with each other, about the plot against the Jews by Haman. Mordechai says to Esther: Who knows if for a time like this you have become the queen. 

Mi yod’ea. Who knows.

Dr. Aviva Zornberg comments – if this was a story in the Torah, Mordechai would have said: Certainly God has placed you here as the queen for this moment, to save your people and you will.

But Mordechai says: Who knows?

Who knows – so act like it’s true.

It’s possible, Mordechai says, that if you do this thing, you will succeed and you will save us.

So Esther acts like a queen, even though she thinks the king doesn’t see her as a real queen at all. And the Jews fast and pray, even though they don’t know that it will help. And it turns out, she is a queen, powerful and smart. And it turns out, the Jews are so powerful when they come together to pray and to protect each other.

Who-knows, mi yode’a, is not the easiest way to see the world, but it’s truer than the alternatives. It’s truer than the illusion that everything makes sense and everything will work out and everything can be controlled. 

It’s also truer than the illusion that nothing makes sense.

The mi yode’a world, the who-knows world, is a world where what is supposed to happen often happens, even generally happens. It’s a world where our actions work the way we want them to, mostly – but sometimes not, or sometimes it’s blurred or indirect, or blocked a little or completely. It’s a world not of total moral order, but of moral-ish order, a pretty moral order. A safe world, safe almost all the time.

No one in the Megillah says: it’s all for naught. There is no order here, no moral order, all there is, is violence.

The Megillah says: When there is trouble, when there is violence, when things seem random –you still act as thought you can earn some redemption for the world.

So Esther and Mordechai,  they organize their people. Fiercely – you should read the last chapters of the Megillah sometime. You should see how we stand side to side and protect each other. 

There are all kinds of things to do that make sense. Who knows – if we do things to up our security; if we build our relationships with groups who are our friends, get to know them better, teach them more about us; if we demand that people in the groups we are part of call out anti-Semitism, who knows – this can make a difference. If we even go, some of us, to places where they really don’t know Jews, if we introduce ourselves, stand up for ourselves, challenge their assumptions – who knows, this could help.

It's like the shofar. Sometimes everything is clear. Sometimes it’s almost clear, with just a few gaps, and sometimes all we have are fragments that we can’t quite figure out how to put together. Put all of those shofar calls into sequence – that’s the world.


When the particular fight is over, Mordechai and Esther do some remarkable things. They set up a new holiday to recall all the events in detail, the peaceful setting and then the plot of Haman, the sackcloth and ashes, the complicated plan it took to foil him and all the things that could have gone wrong.

And they make it the biggest, party-est holiday of the Jewish year.

They make up new mitzvahs – that we should send gifts of food to each other, especially if we don’t live in the same neighborhood -- which the tradition says means even spiritual nourishment. That we should give to those who need, whether they are Jewish or not.

They went back to the essence of Judaism when they were still raw from fear, from what might have happened and what did happen. And they said: Let’s do Torah more. More joy. More fun. More community. More generosity.

That was their response to v’nafoch hu, to things being upside down. That was their certain answer to the world of who knows, of mi yode’a.

And the Talmud says: They are really our founders, the ones who established the Torah. Because they knew the world. They are us. 

There is a teaching that on Purim we are supposed to get so drunk we can’t tell the difference between Baruch Mordechai and Arur Haman, blessed is Mordechai and cursed is Haman. I’ve come to think that this isn’t literal – it means we’re really supposed to get ourselves into that state, of topsy-turvy and confused and fearful, so we can also experience sobering up, coming out of it, seeing the world when it is clearer. 

Reading the story of the Akedah in a synagogue is like that – we look right into the uncertainties and fears that are in the center of our lives.  We do it, on this holy day, when we look at our own future and say out loud that we know all the things that are uncertain. We stand next to each other and help each other say: Even so, even though mi yode’a – who knows – it’s here that we learn some things that will always be clear. Teshuvah, tefillah, tzedakah – making ourselves better, searching for the Divine, taking care of each other and making a world that is more just.

As for Andy the traveler, and his travel agent, and Dan the blogger -- 

Andy thought that maybe the answer is – you can control things. Stay off that airline, and you’ll be fine. If that’s all he took away, I worry what happens the next time his life is turned upside-down, and he can’t solve it by crossing another airline off his list.

The travel agent thought: God and Shabbat saved you, and you owe them something. I think there might be some nuance in what he says – the idea of Shabbat influenced Andy and in that sense God saved his life. But the real meaning is the last part, that Andy owes something. That he has to figure out how to live in the knowledge that he had been that close to death.

Blogger Dan, “Dan’s Deals”, turned out to have the most profound take on all of this. He’s a guy who we first know about because he’s all about saving money – but it turns out, that not what he’s about at all.

When he wrote about all this, right around Purim, Dan said – first of all, life is precious. The lives that were lost, and Andy’s life. Whoever saves a life, however they do it, it is as if he has saved a whole world. Nothing that happens, no matter how random, makes that any less true.

And Dan wrote: I can’t say that Andy’s life was saved for a reason or that the other people died for a reason. Mi yode’a – who knows? All I can say is that one person, the travel agent, put his convictions and values over profit, and another person is alive. 

The agent had no idea whether Andy would fly on Saturday or not. He had no idea something would happen to the other plane. 

All he did was stand where he thought he should stand. One person acted with integrity instead of materialism. Another person chose to respond to that. And life is precious.

Those things will always be true and clear. That will have to be enough. 


