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Like so many, I have spent the last week in deep sadness, mourning the deaths of the 
17 souls murdered senselessly in Parkland, Florida last Wednesday.  This is not, 
however, an unfamiliar feeling, with yet another school shooting in the regular rhythm 
that has become an inextricable part of American life for, at least, the last two decades.  

The devastation each time is immense and immeasurable, impossible to quantify all of 
the “should have beens”- the birthdays, graduations, weddings, the voices silenced, 
legacies thwarted, communities changed, forever unsure and unsafe.  But I did notice 
something different this time. The headlines on the Parkland shooting did not include a 
word that previously proved the most common descriptor for these types of shootings. 
That word is “unfathomable” - a fitting descriptor for the cold-blooded mass murder of 
innocent children and teachers in their schools. But it seems that our country feels a 
little different about this most recent school shooting. Tragic, yes. Senseless - yes. 
Despicable - yes.  But “unfathomable?” - not so much - Because, if we are honest, there 
is no longer anything unfathomable about it.  It is utterly fathomable. 

The truth is, the violent murder of children in our country is not limited to these school 
shootings. It too is a ubiquitous part of American life. When, on April 20, 1999, my 
classmates and  I sat stunned in the lunchroom of our rabbinical school after first 
hearing about Columbine, one of my professors called us out on our own selectivity in 
personal identification with a certain type of event and victim over another, challenging 
us to see Columbine as part of an even longer and wider, systemic American tragedy 
with a much more expansive trail of murdered and wounded children strewn in its wake. 
Because whether a child is gunned down in their so-called safe suburban school by a 
deranged student or caught in gang crossfire on the front porch of their house in 
Englewood  or shot unintentionally by their younger sibling or friend who happens upon 
a gun in a bedside table drawer and says bang and shoots in jest - each and all point to 
a community and system-wide web of failure. And that failure isn’t rooted in one cause 
over another. It is immensely complex; of course it is about guns, but it is also mental 
health and education and security and anger-management and race and wealth and 
class and early intervention and public health and personal responsibility and the list 
goes on. 

The fathomability also now includes the reactivity in the aftermath of the shooting: with 
each incident, grief and sadness turn to rage, blame, and ultimately the abnegation of 
accountability on all sides.   When, on one side, students protesting and calling for 
change are labelled as fakers and actors, no less unAmerican, we know we have a 
profound communal crisis in our country.  When all gun owners and supporters of the 
2nd amendment are grouped together and labelled as heartless and evil, we know we 
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have a profound communal crisis in our country. As David French wrote in the National 
Review this week: “A rage more personal than political exists on both sides, and poses 
real danger to the ties that bind us as a nation… the gun debate really is — at its heart 
— about life and death. It’s about different ways of life, different ways of perceiving your 
role in a nation and a community. Given these immense stakes, extra degrees of charity 
and empathy are necessary in public discussion and debate.”   We may think we will 1

feel better with a vessel in to which we can direct our rage, but, doing so only widens 
the gap of dysfunction and moves us farther away from real solutions, no less from each 
other.  

From right to left, red to blue to purple, the vast majority of Americans share the moral 
understanding that the murder or death of children, in any form, no less from gun 
violence, is tragic and not acceptable.   The deepest truth in all of this is that the place in 
which we find ourselves today is not the sole fault of one organization, one political 
party, one region, or type of person. There is nothing simple about it, and it will not be 
solved with one strategy.   It is vast and wide and compulsory. And each of us, every 
one of us, is responsible for it. And as such,  it is now up to each of us to change the 
pattern of impotence that has governed our responsiveness up until now, and begin to 
put a stop to such senseless violence in a way that honors our highest shared values 
amidst the diversity of who we are as Americans, no less as Jews and those who love 
them.  

Tonight marks the beginning of Shabbat Zachor - the Shabbat of Remembrance, which 
falls every year on the Shabbat immediately preceding Purim.   Part of Shabbat Zachor 
involves reading a special selection of Torah from the book of Deuteronomy, in which 
the attack by Amalek, the paradigmatic enemy of the Jewish people from whom Haman 
is said to descend, is recounted. The Amalek story is actually told twice in Torah, each 
time citing Amalek’s vicious and surprise attack on the community’s most vulnerable, 
followed by a Divine ordinance that the memory of Amalek must be erased, eradicated 
in every generation. Of note is that the first time Amalek’s attack is detailed in the book 
of Exodus, God says “I will utterly blot out the memory of Amalek from under heaven!"  2

So it is God’s responsibility to blot out the evil.   Presumably because the people are too 
close, too traumatized, the attack is too unfathomable for them to do that work 
themselves.  

But when we arrive at the second telling in Deuteronomy, the instruction about who is 
responsible for blotting out the evil is different.  This time, one full generation after the 

1 https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/02/the-gun-control-debate-could-break-america/ 
2 Exodus 17:14 
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attack, it reads: Remember what Amalek did to you on your journey, after you left Egypt 
– how he surprised you on the march, when you were famished and weary, and cut 
down all the stragglers in your rear. Therefore... you shall erase the memory of Amalek 
from under heaven. Do not forget!”  3

 
Of note is that the command is not in the 2nd person plural - meaning a directive to the 
entire Jewish people together, but rather to the 2nd person singular.  Who is in 
responsible for the erasure of evil now?  Not God, not us, but you, me, each individual 
person, each in their own way.  And this is the binding instruction upon us all for all time.  
 
Here at NSCI, we will continue to offer avenues for you to engage in advocacy over gun 
violence prevention, in keeping with the larger Reform movement.   You can join us 4

Sunday morning March 4th to write and send postcards to your representatives 
expressing your concerns about these issues.  You can join the delegation of NSCIers 
on Sunday March 24th for the march downtown - more information on that will be 
coming out over the next week or so.  You can come here on Friday, March 23rd, as we 
join together in a community wide effort of Chicago synagogues, to give over our pulpits 
to the teens in our communities, so that they can raise up their voices, joining the 
thousands of others who’ve been inspired by the movement of Florida students to 
action.  
 
And if you are a teenager, you can join together with our Youth Director Neil Rigler and 
Rabbi Daniels along with other NSCI teens on Monday, February 26th to share your 
feelings about how these events affect you, discuss what actions you would like to take 
as well as let the synagogue know the best ways we can support you.  
 
But all of that is but one prong in a multi-faceted approach. Common-sense gun 
legislation will not solve the problem alone. If that sort of advocacy isn’t for you, there is 
still much you can do to help address the problem of gun violence.  
 
With your money or your time, you can support educational, health, social, and spiritual 
initiatives that address the root causes that lead to violence and provide support to 
communities in the aftermath of violent occurrences, locally and farther away.  
 
On a personal level, you can choose and model behavior that favors empathy over 
indignation and courage over anger.  
 

3 Deuteronomy 25:19 
4 www.rac.org 
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If you are in a position to be a role model for a young person, especially a young man, 
you can model a form of masculinity that embraces vulnerability and expression of 
emotion.  
 
If you are a gun owner, you can make sure your firearms are stored unloaded and in a 
locked  location, separate from ammunition. Additionally, you can make sure you are 
properly trained in their use, always. 
 
And, for everyone, you can be vigilant.  If you see something, say something.  Always. 
 
And of course, thoughts and prayers are always welcomed, but they will never be 
enough.  It is not up to God to wipe out the evil in our midst, but rather, it is our work to 
do.  May we use our prayers to help us know the difference between benign distraction 
and malignant evil, and then to strengthen our resolve and steer our efforts in the 
directions of what is good and what is right so that we might truly blot out the violence 
that plagues our nation.  I hope you join me in the prayer that perhaps this most recent 
horror will be the spark that ignites a system-wide change across all channels, so that 
the flow of all the murdered souls, whose lives have been cut short too soon, might 
finally be checked.   Shabbat Shalom. 

 


