
October 14, 2020 – 28 Tishrei, 5781 – Parashat Bereshit 

Dear Temple Beth-El family, 

This past week we emerged from the fall holiday season to find ourselves in a new – or, at least, 
slightly altered place not only with respect to our liturgical calendar, but also in our secular lives. 
As Jews, the celebration of Simchat Torah brought to a close our annual cycle of Torah readings, 
bringing us back to Bereishit - the story of the world’s beginnings.  For the larger society, the 
past few weeks has seen the American electoral cycle move into an even more intense – and 
more intensely polarized – phase characterized by yet more vitriolic exchanges between factions.  

I would counsel that as the toxicity of the current political climate threatens to engulf us (perhaps 
a better topic for next week, when we will read Parashat Noach), it behooves us to seek wisdom 
in the Jewish religious tradition.  For ours is a tradition well steeped in the experience and 
resolution of conflict and provides a well-honed perspective on how to maintain our own inner 
balance and civility in an environment that seems primed to evoke anything but. 

In particular, as I recoil from the demeaning tone of the exchanges in the public realm (and 
sometimes in private conversations as well), I am reminded of a midrash (early rabbinic 
exegesis) that, while not explicitly based on this week’s Torah portion, certainly draws upon it in 
spirit.  The midrash, which appears in the Babylonian Talmud (Sanhedrin 38a), speaks of a rabbi 
living under the Roman occupation of Jerusalem.  Demoralized, perhaps, by the status of the 
Jewish authorities relative to the Roman emperor, the most powerful individual of his day, the 
rabbi determines to put things in perspective.   

 “How wondrous,” the rabbi muses, “that the Creator of the Heavens and the Earth was able to 
bring humanity into being through the creation of a single individual (in Hebrew, Adam 
HaRishon).  Yet from this one individual a diversity of human beings have emerged, each one 
distinct from every other and yet all crafted in the Divine image.  Yet when the Caesar mints a 
coin in his image, every coin that results is identical.”   

While the exaltation of God could, arguably, be held to be of timeless importance, the dimension 
of this midrash that appealed to me was the evidentiary base invoked in support of God’s 
ultimate dominion.  Specifically, the midrash reminds us, firstly, that each one of us – even those 
toward whom we feel the greatest animosity – carries within them the spark of Divinity.  But the 
text goes on to emphasize that it is davka (counter-intuitively) the differences that we, the beings 
created “in God’s image,” exhibit that ultimately speak to the grandeur of our Creator, a being so 
expansive as to span the entire range of human thought, belief and action and experience.  

It can be very challenging, in this era of acrimonious exchanges and deeply held ideological 
divisions, to hold onto – indeed, to want to hold onto – an awareness of our adversaries’ 
humanity, of their innate dignity and value.  But it is for precisely such a time that such a 
teaching was given.   

We do not – and, of course, should not – accept all manners of thought as being equally 
meritorious.  Nor should we tolerate all manners of behavior as equally representative of how 



citizens are meant to engage as members of a polity or as participants in a democratic 
process.  However, just as we betray our American ideals by abandoning the principal of fairness 
and equality in the electoral process and accept the outcome of this process whatever it may be, 
we similarly betray our Jewish ideals if we allow our partisan differences to obscure our 
awareness of our fellows’ innate Divinity. 

Before signing off this week, I want to make everyone aware of a few exciting events that will be 
taking place in the weeks ahead.  First, next Saturday (10/25, Shabbat Noah) we will be 
celebrating Shai Fuller’s being called to the Torah as a bar mitzvah.  The entire community is 
strongly encouraged to join us in celebrating this wonderful milestone.  Please note that there 
will be a different Zoom link (here) for next weekend’s Shabbat services (Friday night and 
Saturday).  The link can also be accessed through the TBE calendar. 

In addition, on Monday, October 26 at 7:30 p.m. Temple Beth-El will be hosting Oliver 
Goodrich, Cornell University’s Associate Dean for Spirituality and Meaning Making and 
Director of Cornell United Religious Works, for a talk entitled of “Combating Racism as a 
Spiritual Imperative”.  This event will formally kickoff a year-long, multi-stranded 
congregational engagement with the issue of racial justice, a subject that is – and must be – a 
perennial concern for us both as Americans and as Jews. 

I look forward to seeing many of you this weekend as we begin our cycle of Torah study anew!  

  

Shabbat shalom, 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


