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    ---

I believe that if you scratch the surface of what we believe, you often find contradiction.

My favorite 2 words are "it's complicated"; I reject easy judgments and classifications. When people say "it's simple," in my view it never is. I'm not afraid of contradictions. I don't try to resolve them quickly, and I accept that my job, as a person, as a doctor, is to try to make some good in situations that are not readily solvable.

I come by my comfort with contradiction honestly, through my family and personal history.

Let me give 3 examples.

1. I believe sometimes one must take a life to save a life. In 1939, my father was a 4-year old boy in Hungary. He was an only child. His mother got pregnant. She could see a war coming, and she gave up that pregnancy, illegally. A few years later, my father's father was taken away. And after that, my dad and his mom, and his grandparents were put on a train, in 1944, to concentration camp. But the train was diverted from Auschwitz to Austria. That was luck. But with only a 9 year old to watch, in a camp where the guards weren't so bad, my father was easily protected by a surplus of adults. And while much was lost, he made it out okay. Do I know that what happened in 1939 saved my father in 1944? I can't say for sure, but I trust my grandmother's judgement.

2. I believe there is no simple way to resolve the contradiction between the ideals we must fight for, and the reality that not all ideals can be defended everwhere, because survival - both my parents taught me- comes first.

My father fought for freedom in Hungary, in 1956. A revolutionary who fought Communist tyrants. You would think that he would subsequently advocate for dislodging tyrants everywhere. But it's not the case. His view of 1956 is that he was overwhelmed by mass hysteria. In the end he wound up shooting a really bad machine gun out a hotel window while a tank was blasting at him. And once the outcome was obvious, he left the hotel, went home, and not long after, got out of the country.

From my father I learned to calculate how much one is ready to lose before starting to fight. Usually that means fighting only where one is prepared to lose it all, or when one is sure of winning. Never, never underestimate the cost of fighting. And for an idealist, which I am, it may seem hard to say: prepare to deal with losing.

3. I believe in taking responsibility, and that luck determines what happens to us.

In my work, I must have met hundreds of homeless men and women who have told me that they were homeless because of addiction. Most tell me of their desire to repair the damage they have caused. As a doctor I encourage them. But as someone who studies homelessness, I know that's not the full story, which also includes economics, education, policy, and in this country, race.

In Birmingham, most men who are homeless have skin that's darker than my own. If you looked at the world solely through the window of a Birmingham homeless shelter you might mistakenly think that addiction is a problem related to race. That would be incorrect. Statistics show that addiction is just as common and just as severe among Whites as Blacks. Most of the time, you wind up homeless if you are poor, have a poor family, and have no one to catch you when you fall.

When I grew up there were always people to catch me when I fell, and they had jobs and money and patience. When people tell me I deserve success, I take the compliment, but honestly, did I tutor myself in writing?  Did I give myself the money to go to medical school? I had a mother, and father, and teachers. In a way I had luck.

I believe in contradictions. Nothing's simple.

I also believe in survival. To survive contradiction, you need luck. And to absorb that reality, I find I need God. For the week that comes after this Shabbat, let us try, at least once, to be someone else's good luck.
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