Wonder of
Wonders

By Rabbi Benarroch
SEC Jerusalem

Judaism encourages us
to recite blessings for
just about every occa-
sion imaginable. There
are blessings for joyous
and sad occasions,
blessings for the food we
eat, the things we see,
the sounds we hear, and
the things we smell. In
fact the Shulkhan Arukh
(Code of Jewish Law)
states that a person
should recite at least
one hundred blessings
every day. At my age |
am starting to become
fond of one particular
blessing. For lack of a
better word | call it the
Bathroom Blessing. The
Rabbis instituted a spe-
cial blessing that we re-
cite when we exit the
bathroom. Today | wish
to explore this blessing
and hopefully show its
connection to this week's
Torah portion of Naso.

In the Bathroom Bless-
ing, also known as
Asher Yatzar, we thank
G-d for creating us with
many openings and
cavities and we acknowl-
edge that if even one of
them stopped working or
became clogged we
could not survive. The
blessing concludes with
the following words,
"Blessed are you G-d
who heals all flesh and
performs a wondrous
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act". What is the won-
drous act that we are
thanking G-d for? The
blessing ends with an
acknowledgement that
some kind of miracle
took place. What is so
miraculous about going
to the bathroom?

The standard answer

given to this question is

that we shouldn't take

anything for granted.

When our bodies work I "
properly we should see )
it as a wondrous act of
kindness from G-d.
Even though our bodies
may for years work like
clockwork, we should
never take that for
granted and so every
time we exit the bath-
room we must be care-
ful to thank G-d.
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The problem with this
explanation is that we
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shouldn't take any bodily
act for granted. Breath-
ing, walking, talking, eat-
ing and everything else
that we do is part of the
same miracle. Why then
is there no special ac-
knowledgment that any
of those acts are won-
drous? Why did the Rab-
bis see fit that the only
time we acknowledge the
wonders of our bodies is
when we leave the bath-
room?

| would like to offer an-
other answer. The won-
der of the human body is
not only in how it works
or that it works. The won-
der of the human body is
that it is a walking para-
dox. Unlike all other ani-
mals we were given a
soul which allows us to
live spiritual lives. The
paradox is that the body
and soul, which are so
completely opposite of
each other, can co-exist.

In Genesis when describ-
ing the creation of human
beings the Torah sets
down a number of inter-
esting facts. In chapter
two we are told the fol-
lowing, "And G-d formed
man from the dust of the
earth" (Genesis 2:7).
Why did the Torah have
to explain that we were
formed from the earth? In
this statement what the
Torah is saying is that we
are part of the earth like
animals are part of the
earth. But then the verse
adds an important fact
stating, "And (G-d)

breathed into him a breath
of life and man became a
living soul" (Ibid). It is here
that the Torah sets down
how we differ from all the
animals that were created
beforehand. While ani-
mals remain animals, we
human beings were given
the unique ability to rise
above our animal side.
We are a unique blend of
body and soul. We are the
only species that can con-
trol when we eat, what we
eat, and how we eat. This
is true of every physical
act we do. We share each
act with animals, but as
humans we have the
unique ability to control
how, when and where we
perform those same acts.
We were given a soul and
with that soul we can in-
fuse holiness into our lives
and into the most basic
acts that we perform.

What is the meaning of
the blessing, "Blessed are
you G-d who heals all
flesh and performs a won-
drous act"? What is the
wonder? The answer is
that the body and soul are
two extreme opposites. In
reality they should have
nothing to do with each
other. One wants to in-
dulge and the other wants
to sanctify. One wants to
take and the other wants
to give. They have no
place together. The won-
der is that only G-d could
create a being where the
two not only live together,
but also have the possibil-
ity of working together.
Why then do we recite this
blessing only after going
to the bathroom? Because

relieving ourselves is
about the most physical
act we can do. It is the
starkest reminder of just
how animal we are. At
that moment we must
thank G-d that in spite
our intense physicality
we are creatures that can
rise above it. What we
are saying to G-d is that
only you, in your infinite
wisdom, could have cre-
ated such a wonder
where two extremes can
co-exist, where body and
soul can be friends and
not enemies. After the
most base of physical
acts we must never for-
get that we possess a
soul and that we can live
lives of sanctity.

This is one of the great
lessons of Judaism in a
nutshell. So much of
what the Torah wants
from us is intertwined in
this concept. The Torah
guides us in sexuality, in
eating, and yes even in
going to the bathroom.
The trick is to find the
balance between denial
on the one hand and in-
dulgence on the other.
Through self-control we
are able to engage that
which is permitted and
elevate it to a spiritual
holy place. The Torah
does not want us to deny
the physical world nor
indulge completely in the
world. It wants us to
strike a balance between
the two.

This theme is at the heart
of our Torah portion of
Naso. One of the topics
discussed is the Nazarite.

The Nazarite was an indi-
vidual who took an oath to
abstain from drinking
wine, cutting their hair,
and having contact with
dead bodies. A discussion
ensues amongst the com-
mentaries as to whether
the Nazarite was a good
thing or not. How does the
Torah look upon an indi-
vidual who gravitates to a
path of asceticism? Here
are the words of Maimon-
ides in his code, "Lest a
person say since jealousy,
desire, and the pursuit of
honor are evil ways there-
fore | will abstain from
them and not eat meat or
drink wine or marry... This
too is an evil way and it is
forbidden to follow this
path. A person who fol-
lows this path is consid-
ered a sinner as it is writ-
ten by the Nazarite that he
had to atone for the sin he
performed... therefore our
Rabbis commanded that a
person should not abstain
except from those things
that the Torah prohibited.
One should not prohibit
through vows that which
the Torah permits”
(Maimonides Deut 3:1).

In this law Maimonides
sets down a principle in
Jewish living. The Torah
sets down for us a bal-
ance of what is permitted
and what is forbidden. By
choosing to live according
to this balance we are
able to both enjoy the
world and at the same
time have control. By do-
ing this we are able to do
that which no other crea-
ture can do, namely be
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