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About eleven months ago, a sadly not uncommon phenomenon took place in the 

Midwest:  a man died while in police custody. This is how the incident was 

described by the local police department:    

  

A press release was published, entitled, “Man Dies After Medical Incident During 

Police Interaction.” It goes on to say that the man “was ordered to step from his 

car. After he got out, he physically resisted officers. … Officers called for an 

ambulance. He was transported to [the] County Medical Center by ambulance 

where he died a short time later.”  

 

That’s how the death of George Floyd was initially described by the Minneapolis 

Police Department.   

 

That’s not the picture -- or, at least, the whole picture -- that arises in our minds 

today when we think of the death of George Floyd.  We have a different picture, or 

series of picture, in our mind: that of a man immobilized -- improperly 

immobilized, according to the testimony of the Minneapolis police chief -- by a 

police officer, unable to breathe -- crying out for his mother, for God’s sake! -- as 

his life draws to a close.  

 

Why do we have that picture in our minds?  Why is it that we have come to see the 

description in that press release as incomplete, misleading, and perhaps even, by 

virtue of its omissions,  a wilful distortion of what actually happened?  

Only because not one, not two, but many people took seriously one of the verses in 

today’s torah portion.  
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The Hebrew words in the verse are few and to the point:  “Lo ta’amod al dam 

reyecha:  Don’t stand by the blood of your neighbor.” (Leviticus 19: 16) In 

other words -- as this is interpreted in the Jewish tradition -- all of us have a 

duty to intervene.  When someone is suffering; when someone needs us; when 

someone’s life is in danger; we are duty bound to respond.  To do otherwise is to 

bear some responsibility for what happens. It is to be complicit. Lo ta’amod al 

dam reyecha:  Don’t stand idly by.  

  

Think of the courage of that young woman, the know-18-year old Darnella 

Frazier, who, with a steady hand, videotaped that horrifying video that so many of 

us saw -- the one that depicted starkly how George Floyd met his end.  

  
   

Darnella Frazier refused to stand idly by.    

   

Think of Jena Scurry, the 911 police dispatcher on duty that day, who was 

monitoring the scene and who sensed that something was amiss.  She called her 

supervisor over and said, “You can call me a snitch if you want to,” but  

“something is wrong here”; “something is not right”. Jena 

Scurry refused to stand idly by.  

 

And so did others.   

 

Now, none of those who intervened actually stopped the killing of George Floyd.  

(Is it plausible that they could have? How far would Darnella Frazier or any of 

the other bystanders on the scene have gotten against armed police officers had 
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they actually physically tried to stop the killing of George Floyd?)   Yet, 

fortunately, they realized that, even if they could not stop the killing, their 

responsibility -- the responsibility to stand up on George Floyd’s behalf -- 

continued beyond the moment when his life was extinguished.   That’s what our 

tradition teaches:  

“Where is it derived,” the Midrash asks, “that if you can testify on 

someone's behalf, you are not permitted to remain silent? From the verse, 

‘You shall not stand by the blood of your neighbor.’" (Ibid., Sifra Kedoshim 

4:8)  

 

Even though they were powerless to stop the killing, they stood up in other ways.  

Some bystanders protested -- or organized protests at which many, many others 

protested.  Others testified at the trial.  All these efforts, it is believed, helped 

lead to George Floyd’s killer’s conviction.  

 

For many, the conviction of a police officer for the death of a man in police 

custody was a relief.  An unexpected relief. After all, this is the first time in history 

that a white police officer in Minnesota has been convicted of the murder of a 

Black person.   

 *  *  *  *  *  

 

In the wake of this trial, one is tempted to say, “Justice prevailed.”  To a certain 

extent, that is an appropriate conclusion to draw. Certainly, justice prevailed in that 

courtroom in Minnesota.  

 

And yet, that’s not the end of the story, for several reasons.  

 

First, as we know, Derek Chauvin wasn’t the only police officer on duty that 

day.  There were several other police officers who were part of his team that day, 

and who’ve been charged with aiding and abetting the killing of George Floyd. At 

least two of them arguably assisted him by doing the exact opposite of what the 

other onlookers did.  In simple terms, they stood idly by.  (Actually, they did more 

than that. Simply through their presence as uniformed, armed police officers, they 

helped prevent others from stopping the killing.)   

 

So there will be more trials ahead. Maybe there will be more convictions; maybe 

there won’t be.    
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There’s another reason why this is not the end of this story -- and it comes 

back to the phenomenon of being a bystander.  

 

Because of the efforts of amateur videographers, the death of George Floyd 

appeared to many to be an embodiment, a textbook case, of what is known as a  

“depraved indifference to human life:”  Ordinarily, to be guilty of murder, a 

prosecutor needs to show criminal intent.  But “[w]hen an individual acts with a 

depraved indifference to human life, and where such act results in a death, that 

person can be found guilty of murder despite that individual not explicitly 

intending to kill.” And that is apparently what happened here: depraved 

indifference lasting over nine minutes.  

 

But what about less egregious, less well-documented cases?   

 

What about a case where neither evil intent nor depraved indifference to human 

life can convincingly be demonstrated?    

 

What about a case where a police officer grabs a gun instead of a Taser and 

accidentally kills someone? Is that a case of depraved indifference to human life?  

 

Perhaps, we might argue, it is criminal negligence -- but on whose part? The police 

officer? The trainer? The police chief who sent an insufficiently trained officer out 

on the street armed with a gun? The town’s mayor or the town council that didn’t 

authorize sufficient funds to adequately train its police force?  

 

What about a case where a person calls the police to come to protect them, and the 

police officer arrives and within seconds shoots and kills the person who called?   

 

 *  *  *  *  *  

 

As Peggy Noonan recently put it in the Wall Street Journal, “There is a crisis in 

policing and it’s healthy to acknowledge it.”    

 

That crisis was not acknowledged during the trial of Derek Chauvin.  That was 

a deliberate tactical decision by the prosecution.  

 

Think back:  How indeed was Derek Chauvin convicted?  The answer is that the 

prosecution succeeded in proving that he was “a bad apple,” someone, who 



5  

  

brought dishonor onto the profession of policing, and who therefore did not 

deserve to wear the badge.    

 

Now, I think that that is true, but what that means is that what happens in the case 

of an egregious, well-documented act committed in broad daylight doesn’t tell us 

what will happen the next time a less-well-documented, less egregious yet still 

unjustified killing takes place.  

 

The fact is that if the crisis in policing is a systemic problem, that problem is 

unlikely to be addressed successfully in the criminal courts. Instead, what is 

necessary is a solid commitment across the nation to reform policing.   

 

That will not happen if the only people pursuing it are victims of crimes committed 

by police officers.  It will not happen if the only venue for resolving the crisis is 

the courtroom.  

 

It will only happen if all of us -- not just perpetrators or victims, but all of us -  

consider ourselves to be bystanders bound by the duty expressed in today’s Torah 

portion: the duty not to stand by, but rather to stand up and be counted. Think of 

what a handful of bystanders were able to accomplish in Minnesota: they created 

a world-wide wave of protest!    

 

What if everyone who saw that videotape wrote to their congressperson and their 

Senators demanding serious, effective police reform in this country?  Only a 

concerted effort by all of us to convince people of the need for police reform has 

the chance of winning the support -- the necessary support -- from police forces 

across the nation as well as from communities that have historically been or seen 

themselves to be victims of dangerous and unjust policies.   

 

Let’s remember George Floyd ... by remembering Darnella Frazier; by 

remembering Jena Scurry, that 911 dispatcher;  by remembering all those people 

who came together, and made it possible for justice to prevail in this one case.  

May our efforts succeed. May we have a constructive impact on the nature of 

policing in this country, and may we collectively prevent another George Floyd 

from meeting his untimely end at the hands of the police.    

 

SHABBAT SHALOM!  


