The good incompleteness of life
The exile and the promise / 14 – Someone else’s hand, not ours,
will close our eyes for the last time
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Even when the soul is
distressed, even when no
prayers can come out of our
throat in pain, the pure silent
rest of the Shabbat brings us
into the kingdom of endless
peace. Eternity indicates a day
in particular. Sabbath
A.J. Heschel, The Sabbath
Moral unrest is an expression
of spiritual unrest. Ethics come
in second. Behind a nasty act
after another hides a more
radical and profound malaise
within the soul. Offending and
outraging someone else's name is the result of an outrage and offense against one's own name.
All moral crises need to be treated at their very core, putting your heart back in the only place
where it can rest, finding yourself, and hearing yourself being called. The first move in the
treatment of any profound disease of life is theological, because it concerns the nature of our
own name which cannot be named but only called; like when we as children find out what our
name is because we hear it being called by those who love us. We become bad when we no
longer turn around if we hear our name being pronounced - because we have forgotten it, or
because nobody calls it with enough agape anymore for us to be able to recognize it.
«You have become guilty because of the blood you have shed and have become defiled by the
idols you have made… In you they have treated father and mother with contempt; in you they
have oppressed the foreigner and mistreated the fatherless and the widow… You have
desecrated my Sabbaths» (Ezekiel 22,4-8). The fall of Jerusalem is now near. Ezekiel and the
other few true prophets of Israel know this. They know it, not because the prophets see the future
but because they see the present differently and more deeply, and in it they also read the signs
of the future while moment by moment it comes true. Prophecy is about total immersion in the
present, the only place where it is possible to hear a voice that calls and speaks. Those who
have learned a few words of authentic spiritual life during their lives have in fact become masters
of the present: capable of touching the eternal because they are immersed in an infinite present.
The only possible eternity is that which envelops us now while we are simply living. For Ezekiel
the diagnosis of the ruin of his people is immediate: it is the natural consequence of a theological
corruption that has also become a moral and social corruption. We can also read the fall of
Jerusalem in the light of the geo-politics of the time, and therefore offer alternative explanations
to those of the prophets. We can do it for the past, and we can do it for the present, when we
explain the wars, the destruction and the immense pain of our time without referring to faith, sins,
or God. But if there is still a living prophet somewhere, he will have access to an additional
dimension of reality from his lonely lookout point, and therefore to other perspectives as well, to
different horizons that we don’t know of. Oh how we would need some of these wider, deeper
and higher readings today! Instead we respond to the famine of prophecy by denying the need of

its fourth dimension. We have adapted to a reduced world, and we have stopped dreaming of
paradise convinced that it is no longer there.
Ezekiel here tells us that there is a logical and enormous connection between the theological
commandments of the Law and the social ones. The renunciation of idolatry, which is the heart of
the first part of the Decalogue, and the root of the whole Torah. If, on the one hand, dishonouring
the father and the mother, and not showing solidarity with the poor and the stranger, are already
expressions of idolatry, when the theological centre of life also is lost, every wickedness
becomes possible and concrete.
In this synthesis of the Law that Ezekiel gives us, there are two words that still resonate with
enormous force in our world today: the sin against the stranger and the sin against the Sabbath /
Shabbat. The resident alien, the gher, or the passing guest (nokri), represented an ordinary
element in Judah, a region of frequent travels and migration. They were merchants, workers,
soldiers, nomads and fugitives, political and economic migrants who found themselves living for
a longer or shorter time among the people of Israel. If compared to the norms of the neighboring
regions, the Law of Moses was particularly welcoming and generous towards foreigners: «Do not
oppress a foreigner; you yourselves know how it feels to be foreigners, because you were
foreigners in Egypt» (Exodus 23,9).
In his accusation of Jerusalem, Ezekiel tells us that the people had violated the sacred law of
hospitality, not accepting or respecting foreigners and strangers («in you they have oppressed
the foreigner»). Migrants, foreigners and nomads have always been mistreated because they are
in an objective condition of vulnerability and exposure to abuse; and history tells us that a
possibility of abuse almost always translates into actual abuse. It is due to this transformation of
possible behaviour into actual reality that laws and institutions are born. The Torah and the
prophets protect the stranger because they know that the people naturally would not do it, and
therefore would lose the soul and blessing of YHWH, who is a different and true God also
because he welcomes and protects the stranger.
The cornerstone of this legislation was the experience of the Jews in Egypt. Having known the
"breath" of the oppressed stranger there was the first and sufficient reason not to increase that
wrong breath on earth. Since we were neither welcomed nor respected by the Egyptians, since
our fathers experienced the humiliation and suffering of migration, we have a theological and
ethical duty to be different, generous and welcoming with our foreigners. Our grief as the
unwelcome migrants of yesterday is the foundation in receiving our foreigners today. These
intertemporal catharses are the very foundation of good norms: the past experience and memory
of a denied right becomes the reason for recognizing that right today to those in a similar
condition. Civilizations progress when the exercise of memory does not produce grudge or
revenge but pietas and a desire to reduce the suffering in the world. The instant that I am able to
shout "never again" when faced with a great pain of mine or of others that pain has already
become a blessing for me and for everyone. This is how many Constitutions were born after
great wars, and this is how that magnificent legislation on the respect and care of foreigners in
the Bible, present at all times to judge our actions and our words.
One of the moral and social consequences of the domination of finance that marks the beginning
of this millennium is the disappearance of memory as an ethical and spiritual resource for the
present and the future. The only time that finance knows of is the future, understood as a bet and
hope for great earnings. The monopoly of the economic-financial register has amputated our
civilization of the times in the past, because no pact stipulated yesterday really conditions my
actions today, nor does the pain of the fathers generate any valid rule in guiding the action of
their children.
And finally on Saturday, the Shabbat: " You have desecrated my Sabbaths." The Shabbat is one
of the great novelties in the law and culture of Israel, an immense and unedited gift that the Bible
made to humanity of all times. Exiled, in a land without a temple and therefore without a place
that marked the space and distinguished the sacred land from the profane one with its threshold,
the Jews, on the death of the sacredness of space, learned the sacredness of time with and
through the Shabbat. In a space that had become completely profane because there no longer
was a place to stop for a different meeting with YHWH, Israel found itself with a different day that

in a dimension of time performed the same function that the temple performed in the dimension
of space. The u-topia of the temple generated the Shabbat’s u-chronicle. A mobile temple, which
only the immense mourning of the destruction of the temple and of exile could generate. Entering
the Shabbat was entering a temple of time, where, however, the language to speak with God
was no longer the sacrifice of doves or lambs, but different social and cosmic relationships, as
the sign and sacrament of that universal brotherhood that one day would also reach the other six
days of the week of history. That radical equality that unites citizens and foreigners, men and
women, free men and slaves, humans and animals, animals and plants and the earth on the
seventh day, speaks all the substance of biblical humanism all on its own. The people of Israel
saved the Shabbat all through the millennia, and the Shabbat saved Israel.
The Biblical creation (Genesis 1) ends with Elohim's rest/Shabbat, with the separation of God
from his creation. That separation created the space of freedom where humans could continue to
transform the earth and make it better than how Elohim had left it before He separated from it.
But the Shabbat is also the custodian of social and cosmic relationships. As long as we, in the
life cycle of the days, keep the memory of a society and land different from those that our power
relations shape in the first six days, alive on the seventh day, the promise is not dead: we can
announce a land of fraternity that does exist yet because we are already experiencing it. There is
no custody of the land and of social relations if Adam is the master during every day of the week.
Without the gift of the seventh day the breath of the earth becomes the breath of the humiliated
stranger.
God stopped and rested on the sixth day, a number of imperfection. He kept the seventh day out
of our control, to leave us destitute of fullness and the parents of possibilities. The sense of one
of the activities (melachot) that the Jewish law forbids on the Shabbat lies in this value of
incompleteness: «Striking the final blow (to complete a project)» (n.38). Leaving a job unfinished
is a symbol of the good incompleteness of life. We are not the ones who will give the last hand of
paint to our existence. It will be someone else’s hand, not ours, that will close our eyes for the
last time. We are relationship, we are not the owners of the last words in our story. Even
wonderful things under the sun stop one day before the last, so that someone else can give the
last hand of paint and complete the masterpiece.

