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came to this corner of California to build a house 
of light. 

 

Because we are obviously Jewish, identifiable by 
our black hats and beards, it has also meant that 
some of us have been targets before. Eleven 
years ago, my colleagues Rabbi Gavriel and Riv-
ka Holtzberg, who ran the Chabad of Mumbai, 
India, were murdered with four of their guests. 
They were targeted by the terrorist group Lash-
kar-e-Taiba because they were Jewish. And over 
the years people I know have been harassed and 
assaulted by thugs in the neighborhood where I 
grew up, Crown Heights, Brooklyn, in incidents 
that typically go unreported by the press. 

 

In his vile manifesto, the terrorist who shot up 
my synagogue called my people, the Jewish peo-
ple, a “squalid and parasitic race.” No. We are a 
people divinely commanded to bring G-d’s light 
into the world. 

 

So it is with this country. America is unique in 
world history. Never before was a country 
founded on the ideals that all people are created 
in G-d’s image and that all people deserve free-
dom and liberty. We fought a war to make that 
promise real. 

 

And I believe we can make it real again. That is 
what I pledge to do with my borrowed time.� 
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Tom was shopping in a supermarket when he 
noticed an old lady  following him around. 
Thinking nothing of it, he ignored her and con-
tinued on. Finally he went to the checkout line, 
but she got in front of him. "I'm sorry if my star-
ing at you has made you feel uncomfortable", 
she said. "It's just that you look just like my son, 
who just died recently."  

 

"I'm very sorry," replied Tom, "is there anything 
I can do for you?" "Yes," she said, "As I'm leav-
ing, can you say 'Bye, Mother!' ? It would make 
me feel so much better." "Sure," answered Tom. 
As the lady was leaving, he called out, "Bye, 
Mother!"  

 

As he stepped up to the checkout counter, he 
saw that his total was $127.50. "How can that 
be?" he asked, "I only purchased a few things!"  
 

"Your mother said that you would pay for her," 
said the clerk  
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If anyone was bent on convincing us that 
Torah was old- fashioned, this would be a 
good Parsha to prove it. Leviticus, Chapter 
18, contains the Bible’s Immorality Act. Our 
moral code, the forbidden relationships, who 
may marry whom and who may not – all 
come from this week’s reading.  

 

We read this same chapter every year on Yom 
Kippur afternoon. And every year in every 
Shul around the world someone asks the very 
same question. “Why on Yom Kippur, Rabbi?  
Was there no other section of the Torah to 
choose besides the one about illicit sex? Is 
this an appropriate choice to read in Shul on 
the holiest day of the year?”  

 

Fair question. So the Rabbis explain that this 
is, in fact, the ultimate test of our holiness. 
The most challenging arena of human con-
duct, the one that really tests the mettle of 
our morality, is not how we behave in the 
synagogue but how we behave in our bed-
rooms. To conduct ourselves appropriately in 
public is far easier than to be morally con-
sistent in our intimate lives. 

 

Old-fashioned? You bet. In a world of ever 
changing, relative morality where absolutely 
anything and everything goes, the Torah does 
indeed seem rather antiquated.  

 

Man-made laws are forever being amended to 
suit changing times and circumstances. When 
a new super-highway is built, traffic officials 
may decide that it is safe to raise the speed 
limit. Should there be a fuel shortage, these 
same officials may decide to lower the speed 
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limit in order to conserve the energy supply. Hu-
man legislation is constantly adapting to fluctuating 
realities. But G-d’s laws are constant, consistent 
and eternal. Divine legislation governs moral is-
sues. Values, ethics, right and wrong, these are 
eternal, never-changing issues. Humankind has 
been confronting these problems since time imme-
morial. From cavemen to Attilla the Hun to nucle-
ar superpowers, the essential issues really have not 
changed very much. Questions of moral principle, 
good and evil, have been there from the very be-
ginning. Life choices are made by each of us in 
every generation. These questions are timeless. 

 

So we read that adultery was forbidden in Moses’ 
day and it still is in ours. So is incest. But it would-
n’t shock me at all if the same forces motivating 
for new sexual freedoms soon began campaigning 
for incestuous relationships to become legal. 
Shocking? Why? If it’s all about consenting adults, 
why deny siblings? Given the slippery slope of our 
moral mountains, nothing is unthinkable any more.  
 

Ultimately, morality cannot be decided by referen-
dum. We desperately need a higher authority to 
guide us in the often confusing dilemmas of life. In 
Egypt and Canaan lots of degenerate behavior was 
acceptable, even popular. In this week’s Torah 
reading, G-d tells His people that He expects us to 
march to a different beat. We are called upon to be 
a holy nation, distinctively different in this, the 
most challenging test of our morality. It doesn’t 
matter what is legal or trendy in Egypt, Canaan, 
America or Scandinavia. We have our own moral 
guide, our own book of books which requires no 
editing or revised editions for the new age. Because 
right is right and wrong is wrong and so it will al-



ways be.  

 

A wise Rabbi once wrote that we mustn’t con-
fuse “normal” with “average.” Since there are 
people out there who, tragically, may have lost a 
leg, this would mean that the “average” person 
has something like 1.97 legs. But that isn’t quite 
“normal.” A normal person has two legs. When 
Torah teaches us to be holy and distinctive, it is 
reminding us to be normal, not average. Average 
can be rather mediocre. Just be normal and re-
tain your Jewish uniqueness. It may not be easy. 
It may not always be politically correct either. 
You probably will not win any popularity con-
tests. But you will be faithful to the eternal truths 
of life. And in the long run, you will be right. 
And happy.� 
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Following the deaths of Nadav and Avihu,  
G-d warns against unauthorized entry "into the 
holy." Only one person, the Kohen Gadol ("high 
priest"), may, but once a year, on Yom Kippur, 
enter the innermost chamber in the Sanctuary to 
offer the sacred ketoret to G-d. 

 

Another feature of the Day of Atonement ser-
vice is the casting of lots over two goats to de-
termine which should be offered to G-d and 
which should be dispatched to carry off 
the sins of Israel to the wilderness. 

 

The Parshah of Acharei also warns against bring-
ing korbanot (animal or meal offerings) any-
where but in the Holy Temple, forbids the con-
sumption of blood, and details the laws prohibit-
ing incest and other deviant sexual relations. 
 
This week's Haftorah is from Malachi, chapter 3. 
The Navi proclaims to the nation that the ulti-
mate redemption awaits. The time will come 
when the evil and the arrogant will be destroyed 
and the righteous will prevail. 

 

The relationship of the Haftorah to this week is 

because it is the Shabbos before Pesach. Just as 
the nation was redeemed from Mitzrayim 3310 
years ago, so too will Eliyahu Hanavi herald the 
coming of Mashiach. 
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In this week's Torah reading, Aaron and all subse-
quent High Priests are warned to only enter 
the Temple's Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur. 
This is preceded by the statement that this caution 
followed the deaths of Aaron’s two sons, Nadab 
and Abihu, who entered the Tabernacle and the 
Holy of Holies, "and drew close to G‑d and died." 
Death is the separation of soul and body. As such, 
on a deeper level we are being warned that com-
ing close to G‑d cannot involve the separation of 
body and soul. 

 

If while praying or when involved in any other 
holy experience we feel uplifted, but only the soul 
makes the trip while the body remains behind, we 
are making the same holy error as the children of 
Aaron. 

 

Practically speaking this means that after the spir-
itual experience our bodies' desires and weakness-
es should not remain the same. Our practical, 
everyday lives should be more virtuous and ethical 
than before our "drawing close to G‑d." If this is 
not the case, then the whole experience is 
"dead"— it adds no life and holiness to our world 
as we live in it. 

 

And the entire purpose of Judaism is to make the 
Divine a normative presence in the context of our 
ordinary, everyday, frames of reference. 
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Chabad of Poway, California 
April 29, 2019 
Today should have been my funeral. 

 

I was preparing to give my sermon Shabbat morn-
ing, Saturday, which was also the last day of Pass-
over, the festival of our freedom, when I heard a 
loud bang in the lobby of my synagogue. 

 

I thought a table had fallen down or maybe even 
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like the ones my grandparents experienced in 
Poland. I don’t know why a part of my body was 
taken away from me. I don’t know why I had to 
see my good friend, a woman who embodied the 
Jewish value of chesed (kindness), hunted in her 
house of worship. I don’t know why I had to 
watch Lori’s beloved husband, a doctor, faint as 
he tried to resuscitate her. And then their only 
daughter, Hannah, sob in agony as she encoun-
tered both her parents collapsed on the floor. 

 

I do not know G-d’s plan. All I can do is try to 
find meaning in what has happened. And to use 
this borrowed time to make my life matter more. 
I used to sing a song to my children, a song that 
my father sang to me when I was a child. 
“Hashem is here,” I would sing, using a Hebrew 
name for G-d, pointing with my right index fin-
ger to the sky. “Hashem is there,” I would sing, 
pointing to my right and left. “Hashem is truly 
everywhere.” That finger I would use to point 
out God’s omnipresence was taken from me.  

 

I pray that my missing finger serves as a constant 
reminder to me. A reminder that every single 
human being is created in the image of G-d; a 
reminder that I am part of a people that has sur-
vived the worst destruction and will always en-
dure; a reminder that my ancestors gave their 
lives so that I can live in freedom in America; 
and a reminder, most of all, to never, ever, not 
ever be afraid to be Jewish. 

 

From here on in I am going to be more brazen. I 
am going to be even more proud about walking 
down the street wearing my tzitzit and kippah, 
acknowledging God’s presence. And I’m going to 
use my voice until I am hoarse to urge my fellow 
Jews to do Jewish. To light candles before Shab-
bat. To put up mezuzas on their doorposts. To 
do acts of kindness. And to show up in syna-
gogue —  especially this coming Shabbat. 

 

I am a proud emissary of Chabad-Lubavitch. Our 
leader, the great Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, famously taught that a little light 
expels a lot of darkness. That is why Chabad 
rabbis travel all over the world to set up Jewish 
communities: I have colleagues in Kathmandu, in 
Ghana, as well as in Paris and Sydney. We believe 
that helping any human being tap into their di-
vine spark is a step toward fixing this broken 
world and bringing closer the redemption of hu-
manity. It is why 33 years ago my wife and I 

that, God forbid, my dear friend Lori Gilbert 
Kaye had tripped and fallen. Only a few mo-
ments earlier I had greeted Lori there; she had 
come to services to say Y izkor, the mourning 
prayer, for her late mother. 

 

I went to the lobby to check on her. What I saw 
in those seconds will haunt me for the rest of my 
days. 

 

I saw Lori bleeding on the ground. And I saw 
the terrorist who murdered her. 
 

This terrorist was a teenager. He was standing 
there with a big rifle in his hands. And he was 
now aiming it at me. For one reason: I am a Jew. 
He started shooting. My right index finger got 
blown off. Another bullet hit my left index fin-
ger, which started gushing blood. 

 

After the massacre in Pittsburgh, we had a com-
munity training. Now that training kicked in. 
Somehow my brain directed my body to the 
synagogue ballroom, where the children, includ-
ing two of my grandchildren, were playing. I ran 
toward them screaming “Get out! Get out!” I 
grabbed as many as I could with my bloody 
hands and pushed them out of the building. 

 

One of our congregants that day, Almog Peretz, 
a veteran of the Israeli Defense Forces, ran after 
me to help get the children to safety and took a 
bullet in the leg. His eight-year-old niece, Noya 
Dahan, took some shrapnel to hers. Then an 
amazing miracle occurred: The terrorist’s gun 
jammed. Two other heroic congregants —  an 
Army veteran named Oscar Stewart and an off-
duty border patrol agent named Jonathan Mo-
rales —  rushed toward him and he fled. 

 

The ambulances had not yet arrived. We all gath-
ered outside. I don’t remember all that I said to 
my community, but I do remember quoting a 
passage from the Passover Seder liturgy: “In 
every generation they rise against us to destroy 
us; and the Holy One, blessed be He, saves us 
from their hand.” And I remember shouting the 
words “Am Yisrael Chai! The people of Isra-
el live!” I have said that line hundreds of times in 
my life. But I have never felt the truth of it more 
than I did then. 

 

I am a religious man. I believe everything hap-
pens for a reason. I do not know why God 
spared my life. I do not know why I had to wit-
ness scenes of a pogrom in San Diego County 


