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Shabbat shalom. I’ve met many of you already, but for those whom I haven’t met, I’m 

Rabbi Louis Polisson, and I am deeply honored and truly thrilled to be the new rabbi of 

Congregation Or Atid. I already know that this is a unique synagogue and a special community. I 

also know that this is a significant moment of transition for this community. And so I’d like to 

offer a method from our tradition for us to use during this process - a tool that the ancient rabbis 

used in interpreting this week’s Torah portion, Parashat Pinhas. 

When I realized that we would be reading Parashat Pinhas on my first Shabbat morning 

at Or Atid, I was…  not pleased. This week’s parashah is named after the zealot Pinhas, the 

grandson of Aaron, who killed Zimri and Kozbi, a fellow Israelite man and Moabite woman, 

because, in his view, their flagrant immoral behavior had profaned God’s name. As our Etz 

Hayyim Torah commentary points out, the Torah “seems to approve of Pinhas’s extreme act”  

and some commentators, both modern and ancient, follow suit. Is this the guidance our tradition 

is offering us this week - to be a violent zealot like Pinhas? 

This story is troubling. So what do we do with troubling stories like this? Because it’s 

certainly not the only one to be found in our texts. Rabbinic Judaism teaches us to do what Jews 

have done throughout history, to do what the first ever rabbis did when they saw the need to 

transform ancient Israelite religion into Rabbinic Judaism after the destruction of the Second 

Temple. The first rabbis in history created Judaism as we know it using midrash. 
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Midrash literally means “interpretation.” Midrash is the Rabbinic method of interpreting 

text, whether it’s a narrative text or a legalistic one. The Rabbinic way of telling a story is 

through midrash. James Kugel, a scholar of Rabbinic literature, says that midrash “celebrates the 

canon, the unity and univocality of all Scripture, and allows it to speak directly to Judaism in its 

present situation.” I would amend this slightly: midrash indeed celebrates the canon and allows it 

to speak directly to Judaism in its present situation, but it does so by celebrating the 

multi-vocality of all Scripture and by harmonizing contradictions through interpretation. 

Midrash reveals the infinite potential meanings and lessons that we learn from our received texts 

when we read and reinterpret them in light of our lived experiences and our unique perspectives. 

I believe that midrash is a tool that we, here at Or Atid, should use in this transition. But first, 

let’s understand how midrash works by seeing a few examples from this week’s Torah portion. 

While some commentators praise Pinhas for his act of violence, classical Rabbinic 

midrash reads him in no uncertain terms as being wrong. The Talmud claims that, “had Pinhas 

asked the rabbinical court if it was permitted to kill Zimri and Kozbi, citing Jewish law to justify 

his request, the court would have told him: ‘The law may permit it but we do not follow that 

law!’ (BT Sanh. 82a)” (Etz Hayyim Torah Commentary p. 918) The Rabbis of the Talmud 

understood the need to re-read and reintepret the story of Pinhas in order for Judaism to develop 

- in this case, morally. 

This week’s Torah portion provides other opportunities for midrash, of course - and, 

thankfully, some of them are easier, more positive stories. One such example is the story of 

Benot Tzelofhad, the daughters of an Israelite man named Tzelofhad. These women approached 

Moses after their father had died with no male heirs. According to the law at the time,  
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only sons could inherit ancestral property. Tzelofhad’s daughters asked Moses to give them the 

inheritance so that their father’s ancestral lineage, symbolized by this property inheritance, 

wouldn’t be lost. Many modern commentators, such as Rabbi Jill Hammer and Ellen Frankel, 

have read the daughters of Tzelofhad as an example of proto-feminism and an inspiration for 

feminist Judaism. This is a worthwhile case to make. But if you read the story of the daughters of 

Tzelofhad on its surface, they are certainly not feminists in our modern terms. In the text of the 

Torah, even after God approves of their request, telling Moses to grant it and to clarify the law, 

the daughters did not really inherit ancestral property, but rather transferred the inheritance from 

their father to their sons. They were actually further restricted by being required to marry within 

their tribe, so that their father’s land would be kept in their tribe. In the original context, they do 

not seem to be motivated by the desire to improve rights for women. They just want to keep the 

land in their family’s name. However, midrash teaches us that the original context is not the 

point; it is not the source of meaning. And that’s why modern feminist commentators are able to 

read the daughters of Tzelofhạd  as a source of inspiration. The story is there for us to interpret 

and reinterpret so that we can teach the lessons that the world needs to learn today. 

I’ll share one more midrash, which explains why a list of the holidays appears in this 

week’s portion. After God answers Moses regarding the request of the daughters of Tzelofhad, 

Moses asks God to appoint his successor. Moses is concerned about the wellbeing of the 

Israelites and is worried about them, asking God to select a leader who will be like a shepherd 

for the people. God answers by telling Moses to appoint Joshua, and Moses does so in front of 

the entire people.  
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But, immediately after Joshua’s ordination, the text of the Torah strangely goes on to list 

daily sacrifices and the festival calendar. According to a midrash I learned from Rabbi Daniel 

Liben, this list is part of God’s answer to Moses’s question. Moses asks God to pick a good 

successor, to make sure there’s a good shepherd and caretaker for Israel. But God’s answer is to 

say that the people need more than a leader - they need a communal way of life. God is telling 

Moses that God will be with the people not through their leader but through the holidays and 

through holy living on a daily basis. It’s never about one person. It’s about the community as a 

whole. It’s about each and every individual, those who make up the community, living sacred 

lives. And that is one midrash, one story, that I hope will guide us through this transition. 

Because the life and success of a community is never just about one leader. It’s about each and 

every community member. And it’s about the stories we tell and the ways that we interpret them. 

We know that stories matter. Stories teach us lessons and values and give us meaning. I 

do know parts of Or Atid’s story - or, I should say, Or Atid’s stories. Because, as midrash 

teaches us, there is never just one story within any given story. 

In fact, it would be spiritually destructive for me to try to understand Or Atid through the 

lens of one story alone. It would be heretical to the project of Rabbinic Judaism,  

the project of midrash which recognizes that tradition itself is constantly shifting and evolving,  

that stories and traditions are threads that we use to weave meaning, connecting one generation 

to the next in an ever-changing and unpredictable world. This is our communal project. And so I 

need your help. Please: tell me your midrashim, your stories, your interpretations and 

re-interpretations of stories, about Or Atid, about your lives, and about the world we inhabit 

together.  
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  As the Israeli scholar Elli Yassif says, midrash “adapts itself naturally and creatively to 

every period, as each community uses its idiom for its own purposes and to reinforce its 

connection with its past.” It is “through midrashic creativity” that Jews throughout history have 

“pondered their situation and proposed solutions.” In the words of James Kugel: midrash evokes 

“the heartfelt hope of a people.” 

Let us engage, then, in the holy task of midrash.  

May we recognize the power of our stories and may we interpret them and reinterpret 

them, always finding new meaning. May we learn lessons from the past so that we can live out 

our sacred values in the present. And may we speak our heartfelt hopes so that we might be 

inspired to live them out in the future.  

Kein yehi ratzon - may this be God’s will - v’nomar: Amen. 

 


