
August 28, 2020 – 8 Elul, 5780 – Parshah Ki Tetzei 

Dear Temple Beth-El Family, 

Earlier this week my family and I completed the arduous process of packing up our house in New 
London, Connecticut in preparation for our final relocation to Ithaca. 

It is not without reason that psychologists characterize the moving process as among the most stressful 
ordeals that most individuals experience (normatively) over the course of their lives.  Quite apart from 
the emotions connected with parting from a place you have called home, and the physical labor of 
packing and sorting, there is something profoundly unsettling about consigning all of one’s worldly 
possessions to the care of strangers. 

Indeed, though my husband and I repeatedly assured our children – especially our four-year old, who 
has never moved before – that his most cherished items would, in time, emerge from the boxes in which 
we stashed them to take their place in their new home (and his!), I know that I had just a twinge of 
misgivings when a few of the pieces to which I have become most attached over the years made their 
way into the boxes and were then loaded onto the moving truck.  What if they simply disappeared? 

Of course, I know that the answer to that question is that I would simply go about my life without them, 
quite likely forgetting over time that they ever existed.  Moreover, I know that the “stories” that I told 
my children about our possessions arriving safely at our new house are statistically defensible.  In the 
vast majority of cases, the items one ships with a reputable company do arrive at their intended 
destination in reasonable condition.  That is what makes the whole enterprise – the very existence of a 
“moving company” – possible. 

Think about this for a moment.  Think about the layers of assumption, of trust, that underlie not only the 
act of moving house (and, in particular, employing strangers to relocate your possessions), not to 
mention countless other commercial and more intimate transactions in which we habitually engage.  
Our lives and the option sets around which we construct them are founded on often unstated and 
unquestioned assumptions about how those to whom we entrust that which is precious to us will 
discharge their responsibilities.   

The centrality of these assumptions and the behaviors that underlie them is perhaps why a handful of 
p’sukim (verses) from this week’s Torah portion (Parashat Ki Tetzei), spelling out our obligation to return 
“lost property” (including, by the way, that of enemies and strangers), come to assume a particularly 
prominent place in Jewish thought and Jewish law and comprise the largest segment of the Talmudic 
tractate Baba Metzia.   

Our Sages understood that while, superficially, the precepts known collectively as dinei aveidah um’tziah 
(“laws of lost and found objects”) deal with the disposition of stray possessions, our behavior in these 
instances ultimately becomes a metric of our concern for our fellow human beings.  Indeed, it comes to 
shape our notion what it is “safe” or “reasonable” to do. 

So, tempting as it may be to simply close your eyes the next time the neighbor’s dog bolts from the 
house and runs down the street, or to walk past the wallet left behind in the shopping cart, think about 
what it would mean to live in a world where that was “normal” – and then reach for your shoes.    

 



Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 

Note: Having greatly enjoyed the contributions of the handful of congregants who have stepped forward 
to date, the Ritual Committee and I are looking for additional participants to contribute to our Elul 
podcast series.  All it takes is an idea (or part of an idea), a phone or tablet and about 15 minutes of time 
(the podcasts themselves are less than 5 mins long, but you should plan on a few “takes”). Interested? 
You can find some suggestions and guidance here. 


