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המבין יבין-הלא מבין הרי זו אגדה יפה
The one who understands, understands – for the one who doesn’t understand, it is a beautiful legend.

With these words, S.Y. Agnon explained the broad appeal of his literature and Adi gave me an unforgettable lesson in art, design and Judaism – a lesson that I would like to share with you tonight. 

For those of his readers familiar with the rich heritage of Yiddish culture and well-versed in Jewish tradition, Agnon is an erudite literary master, weaving a rich tapestry of culture, heritage and faith – a tapestry whose color and beauty comes into ever sharper focus as we deepen our own understanding of our people and our history.   For those fortunate enough to possess this key to Agnon’s work, his writings can be continually revisited from year to year, the author’s words maturing along with the reader’s perspective.

But to those who cannot recognize the profundity of his work, Agnon still remains a beloved storyteller, spinning tales that are cherished by young and old, rich and poor, man and woman.  Stories that need no special education to interpret nor a special code to decipher.  To them he has left a beautiful legend.  

המבין יבין-הלא מבין הרי זו אגדה יפה
But where Agnon has succeeded, Adi said, the art world has failed.  Art, she explained, is the material expression of philosophy.  Whereas the philosopher uses a pen to grapple with the fundamental questions of human existence, the artist has so many instruments from which to choose, whether it be a brush, a chisel, a lens or countless others.  Yet art, she believed, must be more than mere philosophy - the artist more than mere philosopher.   Art must also give the world, as Agnon does, a beautiful legend.

Once, she told me, art fulfilled this dual role.  Indeed, artists have always addressed questions of the mind, body and spirit that were readily comprehensible to only a select few of their fellow philosophers.  But at the same time, art never confined itself to an ivory tower.  With a degree of beauty perceptible to all, its power of inspiration was limitless, touching everything from the imagination of a precocious child to the emotions of a simple working man.

In the last few decades however, she explained, art had turned increasingly inward, its audience limited to only those who have the specialized tools to resolve its complex riddles.   No longer conveying a beautiful legend to those who do not possess the key to its esoteric secrets, art, she noted sadly, had ceased to beautify the world.   The torch of beauty, Adi said, has now been taken up by design.  There, the questions may have already been answered, but the beautiful legend continues.  People rush to see Chihooly, she told me, because he shows them the beautiful legend that art had long ago ceased to provide.

המבין יבין-הלא מבין הרי זו אגדה יפה
For Adi, the beauty of Judaism was also captured in the duality of Agnon’s words.   For those who seek to understand the depths of Torah, it becomes an inexhaustible source of nourishment, expanding and developing along with those who seek its guidance.  And to many of our people, whom by fate or choice, have yet to unlock the gates of Jewish wisdom, our history and heritage remain a beautiful legend, inspiring and instructing young and old, rich and poor, man and woman.   

In fact, the interconnection of Judaism with this duality of philosophy and beauty motivated much of Adi’s creativity. To her, the subtle beauty of Judaism lay in its sanctification of all aspects of human life, from the family and home to work and leisure.  But whereas many Jews view art as a pursuit intrinsically hostile to Jewish tradition and belief, she understood that if art was the materialistic expression of philosophy, then an art based on the conflict and questioning of the Jewish soul would yield works whose purity would echo the very “kedusha” which for her captured the essence of Jewish life.   

How appropriate then that this Shabbat we read why Bezalel was chosen to build the Beit Hamikdash.

וימלא אותו רוח אלקים - בחכמה בתבונה ובדעת ובכל מלאכה
Bezalel was chosen to build God’s sacred temple because the work of his hands reflected the sanctity of his spirit.  

המבין יבין-הלא מבין הרי זו אגדה יפה
Agnon’s words teach us something about art and philosophy, about design and beauty and even about Judaism.  But they also teach us something about Adi herself.  For those few who understood her – and there were indeed very few who did – the magic of her presence will never fade.  Like Agnon’s novels, we can never outgrow her.   For she gave those she let into her life the most invaluable of gifts - a set of glasses that give its wearer the ability to see a world to which so many of us remain blind - an enchanted world of charm, elegance and wonder.  A gift that I believe will bring us much comfort in the years to come as we realize that despite having lost Adi in this world, she is our private guide in another world we all now share together. 

But for those of you who have not received this gift from her, Adi, I hope, has left an equally enduring legacy.  I hope that she will become for you a beautiful legend.  The legend of a child touched by a genius that lit up the world around her.  The legend of a girl of breathtaking imagination and insatiable curiosity.  The legend of a woman of compassion, integrity and truth.  A legend filled with grace and beauty that for 29 years brought a sublime spark of heaven down to earth.

