
   
 

 
 

February 5, 2021 – 23 Shevet, 5781 – Parashat Yitro 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

In its embrace of diversity, America has become a space of increasingly conditional and group-specific 
standards.  In place of universal values, Americans speak of norms that are characteristic of specific 
(sub-)populations and cultures and question whether it is proper to hold one such set of ideals above 
another. 

As Jews residing in this country, we have, in many ways, benefited from this embrace of multicultural-
ism.  It not only buys us wide margins to express relatively superficial differences (in our manner of 
dress, speech, food-ways, etc.) but also provides legal protection in areas where there are more 
profound differences between our community’s needs and broader societal norms (not working on 
Saturday or wearing a beard in the military). 

This being the case, it might seem that Jews should be unconditional champions of multiculturalism and 
the relativistic perspective it dictates.  But this week’s Torah portion, Parashat Yitro, suggests 
otherwise.  Parashat Yitro contains perhaps the most famous verses in the entirety of the Torah: the Ten 
Commandments. 

The Ten Commandments (or ”The Ten Statements or Utterances” as they are more correctly translated 
from the Hebrew aseret hadibrot) are a fairly succinct statement of Judaism’s most fundamental 
principles and beliefs.  Importantly, they are dictated to the Israelites and those accompanying them 
through the desert – not discussed, not arrived at, but dictated – by an authoritative power, broadly 
understood to be acting in all parties’ best interests.   

From the time of their utterance The Ten Statements were understood to be binding upon all members 
of that society.  Compliance with them assured an individual of being on an equal footing with God 
(though not necessarily, of an equal status in the eyes of their fellow human beings – a tougher nut to 
crack).  And compliance with a modified, more circumscribed subset of these prescriptions (known as 
the Noahide Laws) was furthermore understood to bring the conduct of persons outside the covenant 
into universally acceptable bounds. 

The notion of an agreed-upon code of fundamental, unbreachable standards understood to be a 
unifying contract for all members of society may be an idea worth revisiting in an America now so riven 
by competing ideologies that even basic standards of “common decency” are no longer common or 
assumed.  While the process of arriving at such standards could well be fraught and minorities – 
including ourselves – would need to be particularly mindful of and vocal about where the boundaries 
are drawn to prevent a retreat to a world where the failure to uphold WASP norms was seen as a moral 
failing, such a bold discourse on basic principles might help bring us back to a unity of identity and 
purpose such as bound the ancient Israelites in their journey through the wilderness. 



   
 

 
 

With wishes for a peaceful and restorative Shabbat, 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

P.S. – Don’t forget to join us this Thursday at 7:30 p.m. for a hamantaschen-making demo jointly 
sponsored by Tikkun v’Or and featuring TBE co-president Linda Aigen!  Link here (Meeting ID: 886 6962 
2868  Passcode: Bteyavon) 


