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 I don’t think I’ve ever preached on the tokhekha before. It’s pretty dystopian. The word 
“tokhekha” means “rebuke,” and the threats in this particular portion are quite ugly. They are so bad, in 
fact, that the tradition is to read this portion more quickly and in an undertone. Most years, I look for 
something else to speak about. But this week, the tokhekha calls to me.  

 The Torah’s context is different from ours. The Torah speaks in terms of enemies and exile and 
drought and displacement. But still, when I hear the threat that God will “lay your cities in ruin,” how 
can I not think of the tragedy two Saturdays ago at a Tops supermarket in Buffalo? When I hear that God 
“will let loose wild beasts against you who shall bereave you of your children,” or “you will eat the flesh 
of your sons and the flesh of your daughters,” how can I not think of the families of those 19 fourth 
graders and two teachers in Uvalde? How can I not think of the five people shot and one killed in a 
California church or the five shot and two killed at a Texas flea market, in the days between the two 
other shootings? When I hear the Torah say that “your strength shall be spent to no purpose,” how can I 
not think about all those well-meaning individuals who tried to respond to previous tragic events, who 
repeated claims that “this time will be different” only to see the national conversation devolve into the 
usual polarized bickering? “Your strength shall be spent to no purpose.” 

I don’t want to talk about politics today. Politics is too often synonymous with division. Politics 
often proposes simple solutions to complicated problems and then attempts to push aside those with 
whom we disagree. The tragedies of the past two weeks are too big for politics. But they are also too 
important to ignore. Because if you can’t talk about guns and shootings and matters of life in the 
synagogue, where can we talk about them? And if we aren’t willing to talk, how can we possibly imagine 
that anything might change? 

The Torah concludes its litany of curses by considering the plight of the survivors: “ ים  רוהנשא 
ימקו בעונם בכם , Those of you who survive,” says the Torah, “shall be heartsick over the iniquities.” Rashi 

says that the word yimaku/heartsick refers to “l’shon hamasa, the language of melting or dissolving”. 
Our hearts melt in the face of such tragedy and destruction. As one Midrash puts it: “The iniquities, the 
tragic events cause the body to rot and decay in the same way that the moth causes clothes to unravel.” 
That’s how I feel right now – like the world is unraveling, like my body is melting as we are forced once 
again to confront things we shouldn’t ever have to confront. And we ask: why? And for how long? 

And what can we do about it? For the Torah, the answer may be a little easier because the 
theology – especially in Leviticus – is based largely on simple notions of sin and punishment. In the 
Torah’s version of tragedy, the people come to recognize that their sins are the cause of displacement 
and destruction. “V’hitvadu et avonam, They confess their iniquities … they humble themselves, and 
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they atone for their iniquities.” And that causes God to remember the covenant. And that causes God to 
remember the land.  

My theology can’t accept such a simple rubric of cause and effect. But we have to do something. 
We have to find ways to come together, discover common ground, and figure out how to support each 
other through tragedy without just pointing fingers. 

There is certainly a security component. The leadership of our synagogue takes very seriously its 
responsibility to secure this building and the hundreds and hundreds of children and adults who enter 
its doors to worship and study and grow. Our security committee meets regularly to evaluate protocols, 
schedule trainings and drills, and ask tough questions about the best ways to balance our need to keep 
bad people out while upholding our institutional and religious values of inclusion and belonging and 
welcoming the stranger. We are grateful for the political leaders in our county who have prioritized 
increased funding for security in our houses of worship. I wish those funds could be devoted to more 
positive initiatives to further our synagogue’s mission. I wish we didn’t have to even think in our 
sanctuary about where the emergency exits are or how we might respond if the unthinkable happened 
here. But this is the way of the world, and it will always be our top priority to protect ourselves and the 
members of this community.  

But that is not enough. We must also seek to elevate the discourse. There must be a way to talk 
about matters of life and death without resorting to false dichotomies like: Do you support guns or 
children? There must be a way to acknowledge that we have a problem. There must be a way to offer a 
space to grieve. There must be a way to share wisdom from our tradition about even the most difficult 
topics without being accused of playing politics. We don’t need to play politics. We need to be the ones 
to help our politicians, to quote the statement from the Conservative movement’s Rabbinical Assembly, 
“put aside partisanship in order to literally save lives.” 

Our religious response to the tragedies of the past weeks must be to infuse our polarized and 
divided world with love. Our Torah portion portrays the curses of the tokhekha as expressions of mutual 
hostility. The Hebrew word is keri, a word found nowhere else in the Bible but repeated seven times in 
this one chapter, as in: “If you remain hostile to me, והלכתם עמי קרי, I will act with hostility towards you, 

בקריוהלכתי אף אני עמכם   .” The commentary in Etz Hayim suggests a few interpretations. Keri could 
mean operating at cross purposes to the divine will. It could be connected to the word 
“mikreh/circumstance,” meaning that people only follow God’s ways when convenient for them.  

Rabbi Israel Salanter, the 19th-century founder of the Mussar/Ethics movement, relates keri to 
the word “kor,” meaning “cold.” These curses will occur not only if the people Israel violate God’s laws,” 
he writes, “but even if they obey them in a spirit that drains them of religious value. If the people Israel 
follow the commands without love, in a calculating manner, God says, ‘I will act towards you coldly, 
b’keri, without the love that makes forgiveness possible.” 

In those words lies our mandate for this moment. We must resist the urge to act coldly. We 
must fill the world with love.  
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• We must resist the urge to pretend that religion doesn’t have a voice, that God doesn’t 
care about matters of life and death as long as we are diligent about Torah study and 
ritual details. 

• We must resist the cold politics that pin individuals to corners for the right or left and 
worries more about who will win or who will lose than how to love. 

• We must resist the cold culture of rugged individualism that prioritizes self-reliance over 
our responsibility to protect the health and safety of others.  

The tragedies of these past weeks must inspire us to love. They must inspire us to look more 
carefully for signs that people we care about need help, to devise better ways to act when red flags are 
raised. They must inspire us to make supports for mental illness more available and more accessible, to 
remove the stigmas that keep people from seeking potentially life-saving therapies and treatments. 
They must inspire us to create reasonable safety measures and controls to protect people even as we 
uphold constitutional rights.   

The tragedies of these past weeks must also inspire us to learn more about replacement theory, 
and to work harder to strengthen relationships and partnerships that might help us fight it. We must 
recognize the rot that permeates our communities, our bodies, our souls. We must find a way to rise 
above the division, rise above the partisanship, rise above the hatred, and choose love.  

May the memories of those righteous little children, the heroic teachers, the innocent shoppers 
and worshippers and other bystanders inspire us to act on another of the sacred commandments of our 
Holiness Code: “ אני ה'  לא תעמוד על דם רעך , Do not stand idly by the blood of your neighbor, I am 
Adonai.” And we are God’s partners. Shabbat shalom.  


