Rav Adin Even-Yisrael Steinsaltz:

Dear Friends and Family,

I have not come to offer words of eulogy. I could speak at length, but that would be superfluous. Everyone here today feels the pain, and needs no additional reminders of this pain. I myself conducted Adi’s marriage ceremony, and it is a horrible feeling to be with you again under these very different circumstances.
Rather than speak in her memory, I prefer to speak about things she herself would have liked to hear, perhaps even to say, about subjects that were pivotal and central to her life.

Adi was a daughter, a sister, and a wife – these are the stages of life that all people experience. But she was also a special individual grappling with a unique and difficult problem. On the one hand Adi, in different ways and with great intensity – sometimes even tragically – dealt with the issue of the divide between what is beautiful and what is sacred, what Kierkegaard called the conflict between the aesthetic and the ethical, what in beautiful Hebrew poetry is referred to as “The Deer and Justice” (i.e. beauty and justice), with the deer representing beauty and justice to be understood as the foundation for ethics.

To a certain extent, the difficulties Adi faced dealt with her awareness that these two worlds co-exist, albeit not always in harmony with each other. Adi was immersed in the aesthetic world not only in a personal sense, or from a humane aspect, but institutionally as well. The world of the school of art, of which I spoke with her at great length, was oftentimes a frightening place for her, because of the distance between that world and the conception or the understanding – and therefore the identification – of a concept like sanctity or purity. I am not referring here to the personal aspects involved but rather a Weltanschauung. 

Aesthetics are often seen as unique and central to the world. In the world of sanctity, however, and more particularly in the Jewish approach to sanctity, people, of necessity, had priorities, whether due to the difficulties of Diaspora life or other hardships that they faced. More often than not, they could not allow themselves the luxury of building magnificent buildings or tending to beauty. They were dealing with survival itself, or the survival of religious belief. And they therefore created a world that exists until today, a world of sanctity. However, this world sometimes disappears completely when it tries to become one with beauty. It often descends into kitsch – most of all because of a lack of education and sensitivity to this aspect. As a result, as an expression of Judaism, sacredness and aesthetics have not yet learned how to live well with each other in the real world.

Adi’s problem – not just as someone who lived a certain kind of existence, but in the message she may have wanted to give to humanity – was how to bring these two worlds together. I do not think that Adi aspired to a pure Monism; to build one, unique, all-inclusive world. I think that she saw an aspect of sacredness that itself represented beauty. When the outer shell covering beauty is removed, an exigent seed is found within this shell, rising up to the heavens, like the seed of sanctity. This is one aspect.

The other side of this problem was that for Adi, sanctity was not (as it is for so many) something taboo, something forbidden, something not allowed. Adi was drawn to the synagogue because sanctity for her was simply something beautiful. Sometimes a person looks at sanctity and sees not just the sacredness, the majesty, the glory, the distance and the infinite, but also just how beautiful it is.

The question was not whether these two aspects could join formally together. Adi attempted to build links and connections so that sanctity could be viewed as beautiful, and to a certain extent – what is perhaps even more complicated – that beauty could be sanctified. But beyond this, the question was – would it be possible for these two worlds to not be in conflict, but possess a certain degree of homogeneity.

There is a Greek expression “Kalos Kagathos” – the Beautiful and the Good – where the two come together in an expression of perfection, but this is a polar perfection, the perfection of two things completely different one from the other. Something interesting happens in Hebrew: on the one hand, these two concepts mesh uniquely with each other. When we speak about goodness in its moral sense, we are speaking in Hebrew – and thus, figuratively, in other languages as well – also of someone who is good-looking. In other words, we ascribe a certain level of beauty to the concept of “good”. This is one aspect.

There is another way to view this and I will quote a midrash that is not that well known: Tana Debay Eliyahu. In this special book there is hardly any mention of good and evil, rather he speaks of “good deeds” and “ugly deeds”. In other words: he views evil not simply as moral corruption but also as ugliness, as a stain on existence. Whoever reads the bible can find the feeling there that evil is not just something forbidden or damaged from a moral aspect, but rather it is also ugly, perverted, wrong. 

Here is where the attempt arises to build the good and the beautiful as one experience of goodness and beauty, of two things which in essence say the same thing, and where both of them, in some way, are expressions of sanctity. They are both expressions of what, in the language of Kabbalists is referred to as “The Holy Infinite One”, where among the tens of thousands of faces and shapes wherein He reveals Himself, He is revealed to us also as good and beautiful, and He incorporates within himself these two aspects.

The search to find these two aspects, joined and linked together – this was Adi’s dream: to go beyond the boundaries of phenomenon to substance, to a place where these things are not different but one experience coming together at one point.

As Jews we believe in life and cling to life, in a living God, in a living Torah, and all that this involves. And in order to give life to Adi, I think it is fitting that everyone here according to his talents – the artist in his art, the Rabbi in his Rabbinic work, and each and every one of us who has a feeling for the good and the beautiful – should try and find what joins them together, and we should see in this not just a legacy or a gift, but something much more pressing. Everywhere these two concepts come closer and closer to each other, bringing unity, and links that will mesh with each other – this will be Adi flowering anew, another way in which she blossoms in our lives.
I will end with a story from the Talmud, which are also words of eulogy. Rabbi Yochanan was one of the great Emoraim, and in the Talmud there is a breathtaking and surprising description of his outstanding physical beauty. The story is told that he once went to visit one of his students, Rabbi Elazar, who was ill and seemed to be on the verge of death. He tried to comfort him by speaking about how sad life can be with all its difficulties. The student cried. Rabbi Yochanan asked him, why are you crying, and Rabbi Elazar answered, “Because of the beauty that will exist in the dust in the ground”. I think that says it all.
