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Surprises 

 

There are three things that come without warning: the messiah, something found, 

and a scorpion.1  At least, this is what the rabbis tell us.  According to them, it is 

impossible to know precisely when any one of these things will appear.  These things are 

masters of disguise and they hide among us, around us, underneath us.  It could well be 

that one sits quite close to you just now yet you are unaware of it; you are blind to it. 

So the question is – and it is a paradox – how can we prepare for something we 

cannot rightly anticipate?  How can we be ready for the unexpected?  How can we 

prepare for what we cannot yet see? 

Certainly we all enjoy surprises, such as parties, compliments about ourselves, 

other people’s good news, seeing an old friend after a long time, bad weather so we don’t 

have to do yard work or go to school.  For these kinds of surprises no preparation is 

needed.  We just get to soak up the nachus and joy unexpectedly given us.  These are free 

gifts given to us primarily without cause.  We receive them just because.  Period.  We 

usually do not live our daily lives expecting these kinds of surprises, for if we expected 

them, they would not be surprises at all.  So instead we usually hope for these surprises.  

We wish for such good and fun surprises.  And especially if there is a test in math class 

today, we might even pray for them.  In our fantasies of the future, we would like to 

experience these surprises if only so that we can share in life’s joyful bounty. 
                                                
1  BT Sanhedrin 97a.   
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And yet, we experience such surprises because, well, we cannot escape them nor 

can we prepare for them.  Unfortunately and fortunately, we also experience surprises 

that are less joyful, indeed even painful.  Bad news, an injury or illness, a sudden 

plummet in your retirement funds, an accident, a loved one’s sudden death.  Many of you 

probably agree that it is unfortunate when these kinds of surprises over take us.  These 

are painful experiences that make us uncomfortable, dismayed, perhaps despondent.  

They cause a melancholy that makes us sluggish and dreary, or such a fright that we 

make rash decisions in haste.  On the other hand, maybe these painful surprises are also 

fortunate experiences insofar as the suffering we endure puts our joys and other 

experiences into perspective.  For these painful moments remind us how tenuous our life 

is, how short our time with each other, how precious our health, how fortunate we are to 

live at all.  Valleys, as you know, make hills look higher, more stunning, more 

unexpectedly grandiose. 

Joyful and woeful surprises surround us and come upon us without warning.  Still 

the question remains: How can we anticipate and prepare for what we cannot yet see?  In 

a way, this question is a paradox.  Indeed, anticipation itself is a paradox.  For how can 

one prepare beforehand for something unknown?  If you do not know what is around the 

corner, how can you prepare yourself for it? 

It would be silly to prepare ourselves for all contingencies and emergencies that 

might lurk around the bend.  We would put into our purses and backpacks and briefcases 

and car glove boxes piles of bandages and gauze, bottled water and canned food – and 

don’t forget the can opener, along with spare clean clothes, plenty of diapers and baby 

wipes, an extra credit card, batteries for flashlights and cell phones, and of course, our 
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teddy bears.  Despite our desire for constant comfort, we would overload ourselves not 

only with stuff but with anxiety.  Overloaded with apprehension, we would inhibit our 

ability to actually get around the corner.  Being completely prepared for the good and the 

bad stalls us in our progress through life and it would eliminate surprises.  There would 

be nothing delightfully found, no scurrying scorpions. 

And what of the messiah?  At least we can recognize things that are out of place 

or not ours and we can recognize scorpions and other such dangers.  But the messiah?  

Could we recognize it even if we stumbled upon it or it into us?  The messiah may be 

unknowable altogether like an unsolvable mystery.  We may find clues about it that give 

us directions, hints about how to search for it and perhaps recognize it – if we could only 

find it.  But insofar as the messiah remains eternally beyond our sight, it may be our 

ultimate surprise. 

So if life is – by no fault of our own – full of surprises, it is as if we live from one 

unforeseen thing to the next.  Our lives are littered with the unforeseen.  And, if you 

include the messiah, we stumble toward and in search of the eternally unforeseeable.  In 

many respects, we live from one unforeseen even to the next.  If this were true – and I 

think it is – it is probably better to say we live blindly. 

Blindness is no impediment to living fully, smartly and holy.  Indeed, in the 

Jewish tradition, the blind are often wise people with brilliant insights and illuminating 

blessings.  When Rabbi and Rav Hiyya came to a city, they inquired if there was a 

disciple of the wise there to whom they could pay their respects.  The townsfolk told 

them that there was a disciple of the wise but he was blind.  Rav Hiyya told Rabbi to stay 

put and not lower his patriarchal dignity by going to visit a blind man.  Rabbi ignored 
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him and went with Rav Hiyya to see the blind man.  As they were about to leave the blind 

wise disciple, he said to them, “You have paid your respects to one who can be seen but 

cannot see; may you be granted the privilege of paying your respects to Adonai who sees 

but cannot be seen.”  Hearing that, Rabbi said to Rav Hiyya, “And you would have 

deprived me of such a blessing!”2 

The blind may not see but they can be seen. 

 We may be blind in many ways, but we can be seen.  Indeed, we have been 

observed and written about.  In his Nobel Prize winning book, Blindness, the Portuguese 

author José Saramago chronicles in a powerful allegory the blindness that plagued 20th 

Century civilization.  A whiteness sweeps over people, blotting out details, hiding 

distinctions, ruining individualism and destroying society as a whole.  No one has a 

name, only roles – a doctor, a prostitute with dark glasses, a child, a man with an eye 

patch, a dog of tears, a government official, military men, a woman who has yet to go 

blind.  All suffer not only the loss of their sight, they suffer the disdain of the 

government.  Those who are first infected, along with the untold numbers of others now 

suddenly blind, are quarantined in a guarded compound, as if on their own continent.  

Abandoned, they are left to their own devices to figure out how to feed themselves with 

the few crumbs of food aid thrown at them from fearful uniformed personnel who dare 

enter the compound.  The decrepit compound’s facilities are insufficient and the people 

wallow in their own filth.  They squabble about how to distribute the inadequate food 

supplies.  Tensions escalate, passions flare.  Anger, confusion, blame bullet their blind 

negotiations.  Someone pulls out a gun and threatens to kill anyone he senses taking the 

food away from him and his pals.  He coerces everyone to give of their valuables – 
                                                
2   BT Hagigah 5b. 
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watches, jewelry, money – to purchase the food he now controls.  The irony is potent: 

what society thinks is valuable is actually worthless – for what are watches, jewelry, 

money but trinkets of fancy, shiny stones and machines that do not quench thirst or slack 

hunger.  Only water, food and trust are truly priceless.  After the material valuables have 

collected, the gangster asks for something even more prized, something that each blind 

ward in the compound must decide to hand over if they want to receive more food 

allocations.  Something that would impinge on everyone’s dignity forever after. 

 Only the woman whose eyesight remains clear witnesses the fall from dignity the 

blind suffer – not only at the hand of the government and military and society generally, 

but from this gangster and from each other.  Being only human she recognizes she cannot 

help everyone.  On the other hand, she recognizes that she must help those whom she 

can.  She volunteers to go with the doctor – her stricken-blind husband – to the 

compound in the first place.  And she volunteers to help the child and man with the eye 

patch and a few others.  Her willingness to actively participate demonstrates the 

perseverance of human spirit that can transform unexpected “loss and disorientation”3 

into surprising tenderness and community worthy of the name civilization.   

 But José Saramago does not stop with Blindness.  His sequel novel, entitled 

Seeing, is another searing and seething allegory.  While Blindness stares at the savage 

cruelty humans blindly inflict on each other generally, Seeing scrutinizes the descent of 

even democracies into the demonic when given the opportunity.   

This latest novel depicts a country’s capital on election day.  For some untold 

reason, the population comes to vote only in the late afternoon.  When the votes are 

tallied, more than 70 percent of the ballots are blank.  Amazed and confused, the 
                                                
3   From the back cover of Blindness. 
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government calls for a revote the next week.  Again the people, in seeming coordinated 

passivity, show up only late in the day to vote.  But this time, the amount of blank ballots 

increases to over 80 percent.  The government declares a state of emergency, evacuates 

its personnel from the capital, situates the military around it and erects a virtually 

impermeable wall to protect the rest of the country from what surely will become 

anarchic mayhem in the now police-less and authority-less capital.  And yet – nothing.  

The city does not collapse in upon itself; the citizens do not rampage against each other; 

there is no bloodbath.  Mystified, the government cannot explain either the blank ballots 

or justify its severe actions.  But justification must be found, say the politicians.  A bomb 

– perhaps planted by the government itself – explodes in the capital and the people begin 

to show signs of panic.  This spurs the government to send in a spy to determine the 

source of the blank ballots.  His key suspect?  The woman who did not go blind four 

years earlier during the whiteness plague.  The spy is sent to gather incriminating 

evidence of her miraculous leadership then and her supposed rebellious leadership now.  

Yet the spy surprisingly cannot find anything suspicious.  His governmental superiors 

press him to dig in her past, investigate her associates, interrogate her – do anything to 

find anything that would blacken her reputation that would justify arresting her and 

accusing her of the blank ballots and the national emergency. 

Depending on your vantage point – the spy either succeeds in finding nothing that 

would sully this woman’s reputation or the spy fails to find anything that proves her guilt.  

Either way, the government dispenses with the spy and takes more sinister actions – not 

only against this woman who did not go blind, but against those she saved when they did. 
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This book, called Seeing, is about blank ballots.  Can you see them, these white, 

opinion-less pieces of paper?  They are cartes blanches.  These blank pages are a 

powerful silent vote insofar as they grant the governing authorities full discretionary 

powers to do as they see fit.  These empty ballots express a silent obeisance, a quiet 

deference to the establishment that, at least in this instance, is willing to do most anything 

to destroy its own citizenry to maintain its powers.   

It really should come as no surprise to us in today’s cynical world that a 

government given blank checks by its masses will, in due course, commit mass crimes.  

In fact, it should be expected that a government given a mandate by the silent majority 

will do just this: it will seek the majority’s absolute and eternal silence. 

If this is foreseeable, then why do we pretend to be surprised when our 

governments run amok?  Why do we feign ignorance when our elected leaders prove 

malicious or dangerous like a scorpion?  Why do we cry innocence when our potentially 

elected leaders readily reveal themselves to be possibly or certainly damaging to our 

national way of life or our standing in the world?  Cannot we see that joining the silent 

majority threatens our democracy?  Cannot we see that expressing no opinion, no choice, 

no vote, is as good as screaming nothing and being heard by no one?  Cannot we see that 

our voicelessness is our blindness? 

The Torah, the rabbis say, is black fire inscribed on white fire.4  As flame, it may 

appear fickle, faint, archaic.  But its flame persists through the generations.  We can see it 

                                                
4  Midrash Tanhuma, Bereshit 1.  See also Rashi at Deuteronomy 33:2 and Song of Songs 5:16.  This 
sentiment is found in the Jerusalem Talmud (Shekalim 6/49d; Sotah 8/22d) but not in the Babylonian 
Talmud.  See also Deuteronomy Rabbah 3 (Ekev); Shir HaShirim Rabbah 5; Midrash Tehillim (Buber) 90; 
and other locations. 
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and hear it.  The Torah casts itself into our life not just as a vote or a veto, but as a hot 

reminder that to see is to be seen and to hear is to be heard. 

Even Cicero, a great Roman philosopher, noted that religion – relegare – means 

to be collected again, or gathered again, to be read again.5  Religion is a taking up of a 

text that may sear us and yet, despite and because of this difficulty, we engage with it 

again and in so doing we encounter things we had not seen before: in our rereadings, we 

are surprised anew.  But relegare is also connected to the word lecture – the gathering of 

words that are then read aloud for mass enlightenment.  And relagare is connected to the 

word election – the selecting out of texts, words or people – choosing those that will best 

represent the whole. 

There is a paradox in religion as there is in election.  The paradox is in the duality 

of cleaving.  In religion as in election, we seek to cleave to that which is gathered – to 

cling to the text and to the best people.  And in religion as in election, we seek to cleave 

from that which is gathered – to seclude or remove ourselves from others and cling only 

to each other, and dispatch away from ourselves the best people to do their representative 

jobs dutifully. 

 However paradoxical this cleaving may seem, religion and election prepare us for 

the yet to be seen.  They provide us the tools necessary to protect ourselves from 

scorpions and other dangers we all-too-readily would impose upon ourselves.  They give 

us things to find – texts, interpretations, policies, referendums and new leaders – that 

appear novel and refreshing.  And, future-oriented as they are, they articulate goals for us 

to collaboratively pursue.  While the messiah remains forever beyond the bend, it is not 

for us to stop preparing ourselves and the world for it.  And though the ideal democracy 
                                                
5   De Natura Deorum.  Book II:72. 
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also remains seemingly eternally aloof, it is not for us to remain silent when given the 

right to vote for changes toward it.  We may not be able to see around the eternal bend, 

but we must forge ahead nonetheless. 

 Even though we cannot see many things in this life, we are not completely blind.  

Nor are we condemned to silence in any aspect of our lives.  My hope and prayer for you 

– as individuals, as members of Or Hadash, as citizens of this and other democracies – is 

that this coming year be full of meaningful insights and spoken opinions, of personal 

illumination and collective deliberation, of greater private understanding and stronger 

public collaboration.  And, perhaps most importantly, may this year be full of heart-

warming surprises.  Ken yehi ratzon.  Shanah Tovah. 


