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Contamination is a word that is in the air today. 

Ever since 9/11, there has been heightened concern about contamination from 

chemical or biological agents in the air or in the water. Our troops in the Persian 

Gulf are, of course, worried that the enemy may employ chemical or biological 

agents to contaminate them. Today’s maftir and haftarah also focused on 

contamination of a different kind. 

Today is Shabbat Parah. We read of the Red Heifer (Numbers 19:1-22), which 

served as a source of purification for individuals in the event that they had become 

contaminated; we read a selection from the Book of Ezekiel (36:16-38), which 

similarly used the metaphor of purification to describe how the people will be 

transformed following their return from exile.  

Why might someone—or why might a people—require purification? There are 

several reasons, but there is one that stands out among all others. The Torah is 

explicit: One requires purification if and when one comes in contact with the dead. 

Contact with the dead renders one unfit to approach the Tabernacle or, later, the 

Temple. A corpse is, in rabbinic language, the “avi avot ha-tum’ah”—the father of 

fathers of impurity—or, as we might say today, the Mother of all Sources of 

impurity. And why? Because death represents the negation of life, of the world that 

we know and in which we think and feel and behave, the world in which we can 

have faith and can fulfill mitzvot. 

During the past 48 hours, our nation has entered the arena of combat. We have 

declared war and have commenced what are euphemistically called “hostilities.” 

In other words, our soldiers, our pilots, our sailors have begun to do what we have 

authorized them to do, what we have trained them to do: to destroy the means by 
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which the enemy can harm them. They have begun to destroy property and they’ve 

begun to kill. And some of their own property has been destroyed and some of 

them have been killed as well. The smell of death is in the air.  

We are far from the arena of combat. We are far from Iraq and far from Kuwait. 

But we are certainly not so far away that we are entirely unaware of what is going 

on. We can see the results of our intervention. And we can imagine what we cannot 

see. 

This naturally fills all of us—not just those in the arena of combat, not just our 

soldiers on the front lines—with the impurity of death. We are, willy nilly, 

contaminated. It is unfortunate that we use a word like “impurity” to translate the 

Hebrew word “tum’ah,” because “tum’ahneed not have a moral connotation to it, 

whereas “impurity” clearly does. Whether or not we are “at fault” in either a legal 

or a moral sense whether or not it was “right” or “justified” to invade Iraq, whether 

or not we are responsible for that decision or are pleased with it, we are tainted by 

its unavoidable consequence: the death of human beings.  

What can we do about that? We live, after all, thousands of years after the last red 

heifer was sacrificed and turned into ashes. We live long after not only the First, 

but even the Second Temple was destroyed. Even if the Temples were still 

standing, would it be any different? With respect to this kind of contamination, we 

have no means—no ritual means, at least—to “decontaminate” ourselves.  

What then can we do? What can we do about the invisible, inevitable effects of 

being involved in this war? I would like to suggest three approaches we can and 

should take. 

First of all, we can try to minimize our contamination. We can’t do this by turning 

off the television set, or by distracting ourselves in some other way. On the 

contrary, we must get more involved to do so. The only way, as Americans, that 

we can seek to minimize our contamination is by trying to minimize the loss of life 

that causes it.  

I happen to believe that, for various reasons—both political and moral—our armed 

forces are striving to do just that. Our leaders are aware that this war is not very 

popular worldwide, and clearly, minimizing casualties—on both sides—is an 
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important objective of our military. Nonetheless, it is important for us to recognize 

how and why this effort is so important to us as Jews.  

In the Book of Genesis, there is a tense and climactic scene when Jacob returns, 

after twenty years of absence, to greet his brother, Esau (Genesis 32:4-9). Jacob 

had fled after learning that his brother was seeking to kill him. Now, messengers 

inform him that Esau is coming to meet him with four hundred (presumably 

armed) men. The text then tells us, “Yayira Ya’akov m’od vayeitzer lo”: “Jacob 

became very frightened and anxious.” We can understand, generally, why Jacob 

might become upset, but why does the text use two words when one would do? 

Why are we told that he became “frightened,” and also “anxious”?  

The answer given in Genesis Rabbah, the classic rabbinic midrash on Genesis, is 

this: Jacob was frightened that he might be harmed, but also anxious that he might, 

in turn, harm Esau. A later commentary, refining this interpretation, tells us that he 

was anxious that he might use disproportionate force in defending himself: that, 

instead of merely disabling Esau and preventing him from harming him, he might 

inadvertently kill him.  

If weapons are employed in combat, they must be used properly. This is a concept 

familiar to Israelis. Every Israeli soldier is given a weapon, called in Hebrew, 

“neshek.” But every Israeli soldier is also trained when and how to use that weapon 

and when and how not to. It is forbidden, for example, to use a weapon against an 

unarmed civilian. It is forbidden to use disproportionate force. It is forbidden to use 

a weapon for any purpose other than that for which it is authorized. These rules are 

expressions of a general philosophy toward the use of weapons which is called in 

Hebrew “tohar ha-neshek,” “purity of arms.” One’s weapons are an extension of 

one’s self, according to this philosophy, and they may be used properly or 

improperly. If properly, then one remains pure. If improperly, one becomes tainted 

with a kind of impurity, a kind of tum’ah  

Some would go further than this. 

There are some in our nation who believe that going to war was a mistake, and for 

them, even one casualty is too many. For such people, decontamination can only 

be achieved by speaking out and expressing themselves and dissociating 

themselves from the decision to go to war.  
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My response to that is to reflect on the fact that the United States is the freest 

country that has ever existed on this planet. We have, fortunately, the right to 

express ourselves, whether we support the government or oppose it. Should we 

support its decision to go to war, we are free to say so, and we can let our 

government know how we feel. And if, on the other hand, we oppose its decision, 

we can let that be known as well. We should never discourage free expression nor 

suggest that it is somehow unpatriotic to express unpopular views. On the contrary, 

we should continue to stand up for the right of others to express themselves—even 

(if not especially) those with whom we may disagree.  

There are, of course, constraints on this freedom of expression. Not legal 

constraints, but moral ones. For example, if we believe that the decision to go to 

war was correct, we may choose to express ourselves, but we should do so without 

smugness, without arrogance, without self-righteousness. If, on the other hand, we 

are opposed to the war, we have to consider yet another constraint: There are men 

and women bearing arms, putting their lives at risk in the fulfillment of the orders 

of their superiors. The lawful chain of command must be respected, as must be the 

process that led to this war. We must support our troops. They, who are risking 

their lives, deserve no less from us—who are not.  

Second, we must not gloat. As Jeremiah says, “Al yithalel ha-gibor bigvurato”—  

“Let not the mighty glory in his might.” (Jeremiah 9:22) We must not allow 

ourselves to be intoxicated by the narcotic of combat. The other day, on the radio, 

school children were being interviewed to learn what they thought about the war. 

“Why are we over there?” one teacher asked her class. One child said something 

like, “We’re going over there to bust Saddam Hussein’s you-know-what.” 

I found that a very sad, very disappointing moment. For us, for our kids, to see this 

as if it were a football game is grotesque and enormously stupid. The risks we are 

taking are enormous. The pain we are inflicting is real and enormous. It hardly 

“purifies” us to view it in such a trivial way. Only if we regard it with the gravity it 

deserves, only if we not just refrain from cruelty but also from delighting in death 

and destruction, can we diminish the contamination this can potentially inflict upon 

us. 
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Fortunately, as a nation, we are blessed with a conscience. I would like to think 

that we do not glory in the death of our enemy; we do not exult in the humiliation 

of our foe. As a people, I’d like to think that we know that the most moral warriors 

are reluctant warriors—proud of their accomplishments, yet pained by the 

necessary loss of life their work entails. 

There is yet a third way we can protect ourselves from contamination: namely, by 

committing ourselves to moving beyond war and bloodshed. We must remember 

why we went into this war—and not forget it, once the battle has come to an end. 

Peace should be more than just a word. It should be our goal. The goal of 

disarmament, the goal even of regime change, which is contemplated in Iraq, must 

be peace. 

Our haftarah concludes on a hopeful note. Ezekiel assures his listeners that all “the 

ravaged places will be rebuilt”, that “the ruined cities will one day be filled with 

flocks of people.” We are told that “the land, once desolate, will become like the 

Garden of Eden!”—which, of course, according to our tradition, was situated at the 

confluence of the Tigris and the Euphrates Rivers, in present-day Iraq. We have to 

hope for those prophecies to come true—or all of our efforts will have been in 

vain.  

We are told that “God will remove our hearts of stone and give us hearts of flesh.” 

To the extent that our hearts have hardened, to the extent that our compassion has 

been diminished by this conflict, let us hope that this too will come to pass.  

Finally, we are told that one day we will be purified from all our impurities, and 

we will be pure. Ken yehi ratzon: so may it be God’s will. 

Amen. 


