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ROOTS  by Shlomo Horwitz copyright 2005
"Take ten," said Nossi. 

We had been playing a grueling thirty-minute dance set at a local wedding, and I was happy to get a brief respite. After grabbing a Coke, I figured I'd daven mincha before it got too late, and left the dining hall. I looked for a quiet area in the hotel's conference area, settling on a nondescript room off to the side. The room was sparsely furnished, with a number of long tables and chairs in the center, and several pictures on the walls. The pictures had hunting themes, with the bloodhounds and gentry on horseback in hot pursuit of foxes. Heading to a corner, I said Ashrei, and took three steps back to begin Shmoneh Esrei. Suddenly, something caught my eye. On the wall in front of me was a painting of five exquisite flowers. It was unlike anything I'd ever seen. 

The flowers were a potpourri of orchids, tulips and crocuses, ranging in color from deep violet to a dainty white, with delicate pinks and blues in between. In this respect, the painting was hardly unusual. After all, who hasn't seen dozens of renderings of beautiful flora in various indoor or outdoor settings. But these flowers were neither in a vase nor growing in a field. They had been removed, completely intact, from the ground, and were laid bare for all to see. The dazzling petals above gave way to gnarled and bulbous brown roots below. The roots twisted and turned and were caked with clods of earth. Why would an artist want to show his audience such a peculiar view of a beautiful plant? I started pondering this strange sight, and in a few moments it struck a chord within me.

You can't be more earthy and basic than a root. It's the fundamental element of the plant world. It's not very pretty, and it hides out of sight, below the surface. Yet, it sustains and nurtures the radiant blossoms that flourish above, each one a work of art.

Our tradition teaches us that by doing mitvos as part of our daily routine, we infuse the mundane world with spirituality. On a deeper level, the acts we perform in our earthly world create a new spiritual reality in the dimension of the spirit, which parallels our material world. Performing a mitzva can appear to the uninitiated to be a laborious and tedious task. It may not seem nearly as exciting or rewarding as other pursuits, kind of like the dull roots underlying the flowers. But those acquainted with their secret know better. First of all, each mitzva has an intrinsic beauty that is relevant and timeless. This beauty can be brought out through study of the meaning behind the acts. Beyond that, most mitzvos involve a hands-on relationship with the material world, and, yes, that's not always glamorous. However, they represent a root system that fosters and sustains a magnificent array of spiritual realities in the parallel spiritual world - the blossoms that flourish above.

