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Dvar Torah on Cain & Abel — Power and Powerlessness
Rabbi Andy Vogel

Good yuntifl A number of years ago, when | was in my mid-20s, a good friend of mine was just
launching her career as a first-year teacher. Her very first position was in a school that was
underfunded, and understaffed, and she was placed in a classroom of students who all had IEPs for
behavioral issues. The students in her classroom were hitting each other, calling each other names,
acting out again and again. And, at first she didn’t know what to do.

She soon realized, with her co-teacher, that frequently, the impulses that students had (not all the time,
but frequently) to misbehave came out of their deep frustration at feeling powerless. They didn’t know
how to channel their feelings of not knowing how to channel their helplessness, and so they lashed out
— and usually, that felt good for a moment, temporarily but it led to even more consequences that
disempowered them. And it almost always made someone else feel powerless, so the cycle would
continue.

And so, she created a program in her classroom called, “I| Am Powerful.” It was a way to teach
students that, despite what they were feeling in any particular situation, they actually did have some
power, and it gave them certain skills to harness that power in positive ways in the classroom. When
they felt left out of a game with other students, rather than sulk or get angry, say that “nobody likes me,’
they could say to themselves quietly, “I Am Powerful,” claim their power in the situation and ask to join
in, or invite someone else. When they wanted attention and felt they weren’t getting it, they could claim
their agency and raise their hand until the teacher called on them. And so forth. And my friend the
teacher created a system of tracking and rewarding students to reinforce their skill-building, and to
reinforce this idea that they were powerful. And it worked. Her students began to develop and try out
their new skills in class; their behavior improved and their conflicts decreased, and they began to live in
a different way.

I've been thinking of this story a lot lately, because | feel that one of the peculiarities of being human is
coming to terms with our feeling powerless in our lives. As human beings, we toggle back and forth
between feeling powerful and powerless all the time.

We can feel powerless sitting in a doctor’s office waiting for test results, and then claim some of our
power upon realizing there are still things we can choose: what questions to ask, how to care for
ourselves, how to find loved ones and community members to support us, or how to respond to
whatever comes next.

We can sometimes feel powerless when the gears of the systems of our society — be it the health
insurance industry, or gerrymandering, or the housing market, or whatever it may be — operate well-
beyond our control.

This is a central theme of Yom Kippur. We see it in the Unetaneh Tokef prayer that we read earlier this
morning, and we saw it in the Torah portion we read just a few minutes ago. For me, a theologically
acceptable way to read the Unetaneh Tokef prayer — that on Rosh Hashanah it is written and Yom
Kippur it is sealed, “who shall live and who shall die / who shall reach the ripeness of old age, and who
shall be taken before their time” — Is actually NOT that a Divine ruler up the heavens is literally deciding
who is going to be rich and who poor in the year ahead, and writing it down — that is a literal reading
and it's NOT my theology a tall — but rather, that the prayer is directing our attention to how little control



we have over our lives. Because, on some level, we cannot control so many of those things. One of the
hardest parts of being a human is recognizing how little is out of my control.

One reading of what motivated Cain to kill Abel story is that Cain rose up to kill his brother as an
emotional response to his overwhelming powerlessness. After God does not accept his offering (for no
good reason, it seems), in contrast to his brother’s offering, which God does accept, the Torah says
about Cain: o
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“Cain was furious and crestfallen.”
(This can also be translated as “his face fell.”) Perhaps Cain’s violence began with a feeling of
powerlessness and humiliation: Abel’s offering was accepted while his was not, leaving Cain feeling
diminished, rejected, and unable to change the situation. And when we feel powerless and insulted,
sometimes the desperate impulse is to hurt someone else — to regain a sense of power by taking it
away from them. Often, people who feel small end up overcompensating by making others feel small,
as well.

But let's zoom out for a second to see the human condition. On another level, we are all radically
powerless. We are mortal. No one lives forever. “Adam y’sodo me’afar, v’'sofo I'afar.” Our origin is dust
and dust is our end. All that we have will one day be taken from us. But Jewish tradition is emphatic:
That is not the end of the story. To the contrary: We are endowed with many powers.

Judaism gives us a spiritual framework for dealing with this. In Mussar, the Jewish tradition of spiritual
ethics, the Hebrew word for this is “bitachon,” which today, in modern Israeli Hebrew, means “security,
like a “security company” — but that translation only begins to describe it: in the language of Judaism
bitachon is having the spiritual security, self-assurance, of accepting the limits of our power, and
nevertheless acting within the sphere of power and responsibility that is ours.

”

So here’s a surprising Jewish thought: feeling powerless can sometimes actually be good for us — if it
propels us to evaluate clearly what is beyond our control, and what actually is within our control, what
we can feel powerful about. That’s the punchline of the end of the Unetaneh Tokef, and it's the
framework that Yom Kippur gives us, too: Rabbi Stein so beautifully referred to it on Rosh Hashanah:
teshuvah, tefillah and tzedakah — return to the right path, prayer, and tzedakah. The ancient prayer
doesn’t say: “These make the awful feelings of powerlessness and mortality go away!” We can’t wipe
away the truth of our mortality. If you look closely, it says: “Teshuvah, tefillah and tzedakah, these
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help us “transcend the harshness of the decree.”

Let’s pause for a second, and let me invite you to consider an area of your life in which you’re feeling a
little powerless. Two questions: What is it about this situation that leaves you feeling powerless? And,
using what skills or abilities are already yours, maybe things you haven’t yet considered, where might
your power be hiding in this situation?

| think that the concept of bitachon could help us on a personal level, and it could probably help us also
on a national level, too. On a personal level, what would it look like for us to deal with our
powerlessness? We would resist retorting in anger to a perceived insult; we would respond skillfully
with equanimity and curiosity — perhaps even with love, understanding and generosity (tzedakah), when
we hear someone say something that pushes our buttons. In the Torah, Cain might have instead said
to God: “You know, not accepting my sacrificial offering really hurt my feelings! God, I'm curious: what
were you thinking?” rather than bludgeoning his brother. It sounds simple; but it takes hard work. For
most of us, it's the work of a lifetime.



And, on a national level, | think that our reactivity has reached toxic levels. In America, we see it in our
politics when people on both sides of the divide feel powerless, and lash out at political opponents,
scapegoat particular groups, or embrace increasingly angry and destructive rhetoric. (I referred to some
of this on Rosh Hashanah.) And in Israel today, much of the energy fueling political conversation today
is that some lIsraelis feel powerless and vulnerable, and revert to punishing others to temporarily make
themselves feel big. But we see how terrible and destructive that energy is.

This doesn’t have to be the way things are. By calling a short time out, pausing to give ourselves
enough time to shift the frame, to begin to say, “Il Am Powerful,” look how much power rests within our
control. We are given free will always to choose our path. We can create opportunities, if only we’ll
choose to see them. Instead of reacting against those we blame, we can begin to ask what we
ourselves can do; instead of trying to control or punish others, we can use our power to build, to repair,
and to make others feel powerful alongside us.

“Cain felt crestfallen and defeated. And, when they were in the field, Cain rose up and killed his brother,
Abel.” But this does not have to be us. When we shift the frame in our minds from “I am powerless” to
“no, | actually have some, limited power” we open up possibilities that we could not see before. We may
not be able to control what happens to us, or what others do, but we can choose how we respond — and
that is where our power begins.

Gut yuntif.



