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Thank you, President Rehfeld, Provost Cohen, Dean Chernow, staff and faculty colleagues,
current students, and of course, a hearty and well-deserved congratulations to our graduands
and recipients of the honorary doctorate. Welcome, to all of you who have joined us to
celebrate the achievements of the classes of 2001 and 2026, friends and family among whom |

proudly count myself this year!

It’s an honor a privilege to address you today.

A story is told of a seeker who climbed the mountain to inquire of the master at its peak:

“Master, what is the source of wisdom?”

“Good judgment is the source of wisdom” intoned the master.

Unsatisfied, the seeker pressed further: “Master, where does good judgment come from?”
“Good judgment is born of experience,” pontificated the master.

But true to his nature, the seeker sought more: “And how does one gain experience?”
With a level gaze, the master answered: “From poor judgment.”

Cut from our mythical mountaintop to the Hebrew Union College, and our version of the same

story:

A student asks: What brings one to wisdom?
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To which our tradition responds: Wisdom comes from curiosity, as “Ben Zoma said: Who is

wise? The one who learns from everybody.”

Digging deeper, our student poses a follow-up question: “If curiosity spurs learning, what

instigates curiosity?”

Our tradition responds: “Ignorance!” The Sages explain: God gave Torah at Sinai—in the
middle of the desert—because “one cannot learn the wisdom of Torah, unless one adopts the

posture of that which is unaccounted for, like the desert itself.”

These two versions of essentially the same story point to a bedrock principle of human
activity: We rise to the occasion when forced to fulfill a need, or a failing, or a lack inside of us.
Poor judgment & ignorance yawn open and create a vacuum in our personalities that demands

to be filled with, in the case of these stories, with experience and wisdom.

Besides, if you’re like me... both poor judgment and ignorance are inevitable, so we might as

well put them to good use.

So, | apply this logic to the work that awaits you, our graduands, and | ask: What absence, what
lack, what need, what fissure, what void /nside of us, demands to be replenished by our
pursuit to improve the world around us? What internal hollow will you fill: with service to the

needy, with the education of others, or with the sowing of culture?

By way of one possible answer, or perhaps just an inkling, | offer you today:

T Pirkei Avot 4:1 “Ben Zoma said: Who is wise? The one who learns from everybody, as it is said: “From all who
taught me have | gained understanding.” (Psalms 119:99).
2Num. Rabbah 1:7
MK NP7 ,MIAD NRIND DX NPT 7! 'R 090 ,02TND INYY NIV 'RY M 79 XX ,1'0 12TN2 nwin 78 'N ATl
7'0 12ATNA
YT T0'M1 12 :62 'y 2 719 ,'T v 2 nxn (THOwn ,0Mwint) Tar17 N2 namx axY "peon" N
Q2OW 1IN ,TX 791 MM NITAR TR XINL,'T'TY MIWRIN IN7NNNT 17D NIR'YNN N10W 7V D'NNKRN 0'91017'90
...DND P70 DY K7W N2 — P9W "1 791 NYOY ' 0NN NYOLIL,DNIY 97X DY) IWWAY TNX DT .DORA
Cf. Pirkei Avot 4:10: “Rabbi Meir said: ...Be of humble spirit before all men... If you have labored at the study of
Torah, there is much reward to give unto you”
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- Two stories from our past
- One Herzlism to help you remember their lesson
- Three wishes for your future

- And one promise, to send you on your way
Two stories:

Well, not exactly stories, but rather Aistories that illustrate how our internal lack, or need, or
void motivates us, correspondingly, to darn the rent fabric of our world. And the internal
breach or vacuum that these stories will point to is regret. The sorrowful brokenness and
dissatisfaction inside of us that spurs us to sympathetic, human solidarity and—

ultimately—to repair. Just like poor judgment and ignorance propel us to wisdom.

Now, there are, of course, many types of regret. Our religious tradition, for one, focuses on
teshuvah, or personal repentance. Medieval scholars, for example, connect the dotsin a

straight line from regret, to repentance, to repair.®*

However, unlike our religious literature about repentance and remorse for personal mistakes
or harmful actions, | mean regreton the collective scale. | refer to the lament and sense of
diminishment that confronts us from the world around us: injustice, violence, and widespread
suffering due to politics, history, economics, culture, and even mother nature—forces that
challenge us, can harm us or those around us, and surely cause us worry and ruefulness, such

that we might say, “the state of the world is regrettable”

3Sa’adya Gaon on Gen. 4:7.
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Unsurprisingly, other religious traditions similarly appreciate the foundational role of regret in promoting
improvement. The Hadith, for example, the collection of the sayings of Prophet Muhammed, transmits the
principle that “regret is repentance.”Hasan (Darussalam), Sunan Ibn Majah 4252, Book 37, Hadith 153, Vol. 5,
Book 37, Hadith 4252 (?). Contrast Augustine, City of God, 19.7.
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After all, thisis the scope of work to which you, our graduands, have chosen to dedicate your
careers! Today, you put yourselves directly in the line of Jewish leaders—professional & lay,
religious and communal—real individuals spanning literally thousands of years, who made the

same choice.

In thisrealm of communalchallenges, our tradition fortifies us with an abiding sense of

productive regret, that is, regret that provokes us to improve the world.
But what does this propulsive regret look like?

Our two stories—our two Aistories—will, | hope, illustrate the point. And by way of

introduction, here is what is at stake in both of them.

For centuries, Jewish communities in both Ashkenazic and Sephardic Europe could not shake
one of the most persistent and troubling social ills in Jewish history: the problem of the

agunah, or chained woman.

An agunahis a woman who is trapped in a marriage which persists in legal termsbut which
has ended for all practical purposes due to the husband’s absence. Having either abandoned
his family or disappeared, the man’s absence in these cases lacks formal, legal recognition as
either divorce or death. The agunah, neither divorcée nor widow as far as the law is concerned,
remains legally married to a phantom husband, without the benefit of his partnership or
income. Worse, she also remains unable to remarry, have children, or otherwise to move on

with her life, by virtue of being chained to this marriage.

Now this problem, called |11y, no longer applies to most Jews today, for whom secular law has
replaced Jewish law in our civic lives. But |11V stubbornly loomed over premodern Jewish
communities for centuries, tragically stunting the lives of individual women and their families,

and straining the cohesion of communities around them.

As such, |11y provoked generations of profound, often-unresolved regret preserved in the

historical record! Our very history teaches us a lesson about what it takes to harness the power
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of that regret and to transform it into motivation to find solutions for seemingly-

insurmountable communal problems.

And the lesson, as | see it in the following two stories, is this: Generative regretis composed of

two essential ingredients: recognition & heartbreak.

Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg, the leading light of 13t™-century Ashkenazic Europe, received a letter

in which a young woman sought legal relief from becoming an agunah:

Her then-husband, a young Jewish man, had been traveling with others on a ship that sank at
sea. Some survivors heard calls for help in real time but sawnothing. Only later did they find
the boat overturned and the young man missing. After the fact, they searched diligently, but
they simply couldn’t find him, and the sea itself was full of rocks and shoals, and even ice.
Later, a single witness was willing to testify on his life that the young man had definitively died.
This witness had searched for young man’s body with experienced local fishermen, who even
tried to dredge the area with their nets. In the end, they concluded that no one could have

survived under those circumstances.

But what of the widow of our young victim?

Her representative who wrote this letter to Rabbi Meir, sought to protect her from jy, from
the status as a chained wife. Our letter-writer knows that a legal declaration of death for the
young drowning victim requires tworeliable witnesses, and that we only have one. So,
attempting to find a way around that legal requirement, the petitioner reminds Rabbi Meir of a
longstanding rabbinic principle: One should work every possible angle to protect women from
[y, He plainly asks the great Rabbi Meir: “May we declare the young man dead, and permit

his wife to remarry?”

5 Responsa of Meir of Rothenberg, Prague, n® 771:
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Not unfeelingly, Meir ruefully responds:

| wish | could muster a legal artifice to allow her to remarry, but
the Rabbis are clear on this issue: When someone dies in open
sea without a body or sufficient testimony to his death, we
cannot assume that he has died. Thus, his surviving wife is bound
in marriage to him as an agunabh.

In truth, many before us have striven to find a way to declare
such a death legally, but to no avail. We must, therefore, accept
the decision of the Rabbis.

To be sure, we sense Rabbi Meir’s regret. But he only achieves the first step toward the kind of
regret that precipitates action. He unquestionably recognizes, intellectually, the gravity of the

legal and human problem, and he clearly feels for the agunah, the chained woman.

But his recognition only achieves the first of the two essential ingredients for productive,

generative regret. His heart has not well & truly broken.

Consider, by contrast, our second story, which comes from a letter to the leading Sephardic
authority of 16"-century Salonica, named Samuel de Medina, which poses much the same

problem:

In the face of a ravaging storm at sea, four Jewish men threw themselves off a ship and tied
themselves to the mast, which had broken off and fallen into the water, even though the ship
stayed afloat and other Jewish travelers had remained aboard. By the time the sea disgorged

the four men onto shore, they had perished. After the storm, local men found the four bodies,
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without knowing their identity. Later still, sailors from the ship landed on the beach, viewed
the dead, and carried the news back to the Jews who had remained on the ship. These sailors
identified the victims by name, including a certain Shabbetai, known to the sailors by his

Turkish name, Saban.

Despite the precision of the identification, the process took two days, and that interval of time
rendered their identification dubious and prevented a legal declaration of death.
Consequently, Shabbetai’s wife, whose name we also know, Hannah the daughter of Rabbi
Isaac Nafusi, remained an agunahin Salonica... Until a year later, when out of the blue,
another survivor came and offered a different version of events, according to which the sailors

identified Shabbetai’s body, spontaneously and immediately.

Emboldened by this new evidence, Hannah’s advocates petitioned our Rabbi Samuel to free

her from |y,
Rabbi Samuel responded:

In truth, even though... a legal determination requires absolute
clarity, and even though we now all find ourselves disoriented,
downtrodden and brokenhearted on account of a cruel
punishment unleased on our city... | do not have the heart to
prosecute this woman’s case to the fullest, to turn over every
stone as much as | might otherwise do. Ultimately, knowing as
we do how much the rabbis were distressed over the problem of
chained wives, we’re in fact required notto root around and
search for reasons to keep her chained... and so | see fit to
release her from the bonds of marriage.®

Rabbi Samuel, in brief, comes to the opposite conclusion from that of Rabbi Meir before him.

...not because he cares more than Rabbi Meir about this deeply troubling problem of Jewish
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law, with all its human and social tragedy. Rather, because Samuel explicitly chooses

compassion as an independent rationale for deciding in Hannah’s favor.

On the most basiclevel, Samuel applies a lenient legal principle to release the unfortunate
widow from the bonds of her defunct marriage. But | want to zoom in on the heartbreak,
which betrays a whole other level of regret. Seemingly out of the blue, Samuel refers to
communal tribulations that have nothing do with the case at hand. He says: “We now all find
ourselves disoriented, downtrodden and brokenhearted on account of the cruel punishment

unleased on our city.”
Why does Samuel interject these unrelated facts?

He does so, because his heartbreak about the world around him has softened his heart to the
specific case of Hannah. Samuel’s regret is complete: He intellectually acknowledged an
insoluble problem—with insufficient, contradictory and indirect testimony, not entirely unlike
the case before Meir—but it was his broken heartthat led him to pursue a practical solution

defined by compassion.

In a word, Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Samuel chart a progression of regret: from mere recognition
of a problem to the emotional need that it takes to tackle it. This kind of propulsive regret

requires us not only to grasp a problem but also to feel somehow hollowed out by it.
Recognition and heartbreak.

So, what should we call this emotion, this void that inspires the pursuit of justice? “Regret”

somehow falls short.

For help, | propose a Herzlism. In 1902, Theodor Herzl novelized his Zionist project in a book
called Altneuland, or Old-New Land, referring to the Land of Israel as both our past and our
future. Riffing off this apt and memorable title, Altneuland, | offer the idea of an Altneuwort,
meaning “old-new word,” that is, a word that both calls on old and familiar understanding, but

also blooms with new meaning.
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The Altneuwortthat | propose, is the word “ruth.” As an old and familiar word, you likely know
it from its opposite, the common adjective “ruthless,” meaning heartless and cruel. You also

know it from its verbform, “to rue,” asin “l rue the day,” meaning, of course, to regret.

Now, despite the survival of the words “ruthless” and “rue,” our unfamiliar Middle-English
noun, “ruth,” has fallen into disuse. So, | say let’s appropriate this old word, “ruth,” for renewal,
because it serves precisely to name the kind of regret that our history captures: brokenhearted

dissatisfaction and regret, infused with compassion and responsibility.
So, with this old-new word in mind, | offer to you, our graduands, three wishes for your future:

- Inyour pursuit of experience, | wish you poor judgment
- Inyour lifelong search for wisdom, | wish you ignorance.
- Andinyour careers of service, | wish you...

o Ruth. Ruth that propels you to better the world.

And in the spirit an even ol/derRuth, | close my remarks with a promise to you, our graduating

class of 2026, on behalf of the Hebrew Union College:
Where you go, we will go.
Where you reside, we will reside.
For your success is our success.
And our association with you will ever be a source and pride and joy.

Mazal Tov!
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