
   
 

 
 

Parashat Hukkat – June 18, 2021 – 8 Tammuz, 5781 

Dear TBE Friends and Family, 

The opening of this week’s Torah reading describes yet another of the obscure 
rites of purification that characterized the ritual life of the ancient Israelites but 
seems so far removed from contemporary circumstances … until it doesn’t.   

The Rite of the Red Heifer (Parah Adumah) is actually, in rabbinic thought, but the 
first installation of a two-part prescription for dealing with the tumah (“impurity” 
or sense of being distanced from God and from ourselves) that is associated with 
contact with a dead body, and as such, its existence – the need to remedy this 
deep-seated revulsion that most of us experience when confronted proximately 
by death (and, by extension, our own mortality) needs little explanation. 

But there is a second part to the story, one linked to this week’s parashah by a 
parallelism in language, in particular by the allusion to the fact that the heifer that 
is central to this week’s purification rite is described as temimah (“complete” or 
“unblemished”), as the text goes on to explain “never having born a yoke or been 
implicated in labor”.  This same description appears in reference to another 
heifer, this one known as the eglah arufah (“broken-necked heifer”), that will 
similarly be sacrificed to purge individuals from their impurity, but under quite 
different circumstances. The rite of the eglah arufah is enacted not in the case of 
intimate contact with a death or the dead, but rather when such contact is 
removed by a period of years, even decades, from the decedent’s demise – 
indeed, when the exact circumstances of the person’s death are no longer clear. 

In this latter case, as in the former, the Torah tells us, there is nevertheless a need 
for those associated with the death – associated not through their direct 
involvement in the person’s demise, but simply through their membership in the 
society, the collective, presumed to have been responsible at that distant 
time.  Stated more simply, the Torah believes it appropriate to hold a whole 
community, a whole society culpable for an action or a negligent inaction that 
resulted in grievous harm to another human being even when it is clearly 



   
 

 
 

apparent that none of the people present when the case is brought to light could 
possibly have been directly involved in the initial act. 

I raise this complex logic because I believe it has some parallel in a decision taken 
by President Biden earlier this week to recognize Juneteenth as a federal 
holiday.  Juneteenth is, as many of you know, the date officially associated with 
the release of African-Americans from slavery and so the holiday is, in its own way 
both a celebration of this milestone as a national milestone and also, by 
extension, a recognition of our collective culpability in the criminal enslavement 
of generations of Africans and African-Americans that preceded that 
emancipation (not to mention the ongoing struggle to achieve a fully equal status 
for the descendants of those slaves in our own day). 

There will be those who protest that while the liberation of black slaves was, 
indeed, a milestone for our nation, the extension of culpability for their 
enslavement to the contemporary American population is, well, a stretch.  After 
all, for many Americans – including the vast majority of American Jews – it can be 
said with factual basis that our ancestors had not even arrived on this continent at 
the time of the Emancipation Proclamation, much less at the time that the 
statutes and institutions that enabled slavery were put in place. 

Tempting as this line of logic might be, our own Torah in this week’s parashah 
dismisses this argument as specious.  In establishing the rite of the eglah arufah, 
our tradition asserts the unambiguous claim that in every generation as a society 
reconstitutes itself the contemporary generation inherits both the opportunity 
and the obligation to put right the wrongs left un- or insufficiently addressed by 
their (conceptual as well as genealogical) forebears. 

But the Torah’s message does not end there, for in establishing a rite that puts to 
rest the as yet unresolved guilt of previous generations, our tradition recognizes 
in this as-yet festering wound an opportunity to create a new relationship with 
our past, to clear the guilt that linger over us and replace it with hope for a 
brighter tomorrow built on a renewed covenant of justice. 



   
 

 
 

 Wishing everyone a Shabbat of building upon ever-stronger foundations as TBE 
installs our new Board and welcomes back our congregants for in-person worship, 

- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


