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During his commute a few weeks ago, my husband Joe noticed graffiti scrawled on one of the 
brand-spanking new mask and PPE vending machines in the Hoboken train station:  “Muzzles 
are for slaves.” 

“Muzzles are for slaves.” 

We know from being slaves. Our people’s journey from slavery to freedom is one of Judaism's 
foundational stories, if not the foundational story. We tell the story of the exodus from Egypt 
over and over again. Every year at our seder tables, in our Torah readings week after week, and 
in the daily prayer Mi Chamocha which we sang together this morning, time and again we 
proclaim this essential truth: We were slaves in the land of Egypt. And now we are free.  

We know too well the pain and degradation of slavery and we recognize the profound importance 
of freedom, for a soul, for a religious community and for society at large. As we celebrate our 
people’s experience of liberation, we commit ourselves to working for the liberation of others as 
well.  

We know the value of freedom. Remember, before they were made famous on the Liberty Bell, 
the words, “Proclaim liberty throughout the land” were in our own Book of Leviticus:  1

ֶרץ ם ְּד֛רֹור ָּבָא֖  ּוְקָראֶת֥

U’karatem d’ror ba’aretz.  

We prize freedom more than almost anything else. But not everything.  

The truth is that the highest Jewish value is not freedom or compassion or any other good thing 
we’ve ever been taught. The highest, most important Jewish value, prized above all others, is life 
and its preservation.  

In a recent interview with the New York Times, Crisann Holmes spoke about her reactions when 
her employer announced last month that it would require all employees to be vaccinated against 
Covid-19 by Nov. 1. She signed a petition to ask the company to relax its mandate. She joined an 
informal protest, skipping work with other dissenting employees at the mental health care system 
where she has worked for two years. And she attempted a solution that many across the country 
are now exploring: a religious exemption. 

Page  of 1 5



“My freedom and my children’s freedom and children’s children’s freedom are at stake,” said 
Ms. Holmes, who lives in Indiana.  

Ms. Holmes is awaiting a final ruling from her employer. She is willing to lose her job if it 
comes to that. “If I don’t fight for my rights, who will?” she asked. “I know God’s got my 
back.”  2

Not so, says the Torah.  

Just two weeks ago, we read these words from parashat Nitzavim, the Torah portion that always 
precedes Rosh Hashanah, the verses from Deuteronomy that are meant to linger in our minds 
throughout the Yamim Noraim, these Days of Awe:  

ה ְוַהְּקָלָל֑ה יָך ַהְּבָרָכ֖ ִּתי ְלָפנֶ֔ ֶו֙ת נַָת֣  ַהַחִּי֤ים ְוַהָּמ֙
ה ְוזְַרֶעָֽך׃  ַען ִּתְֽחֶי֖ה ַאָּת֥ ים ְלַמ֥  ּוָבַֽחְרָּת֙ ַּבַחּיִ֔

Hachayim v’hamevet natati lifanecha, habracha v’hak’lalah;  
U’vacharta bachayim l’maan tichiyeh atah v’zarecha.  

I have put before you life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life—so  you and your children 
and your children’s children will live.  3

ים  ּוָבַֽחְרָּת֙ ַּבַחּיִ֔

U’vacharta bachayim.  

Choose life.  

God gives human beings free will. We have the freedom to make our own choices. And yet, God 
tells us, over and over again, to use our freedom to choose life. More than anything else, God 
wants us to live.  

Pikuach nefesh, saving a life, takes precedence over all of the other commandments, even the 
observance of Shabbat.  

In the Talmud, we learn that a person who saves a life on Shabbat, even if the laws of Shabbat 
must be broken, is to be praised. And we shouldn’t wait to get permission but should hurry to act 
in any way we must in order to save a life. 

Even in cases when it is not clear that a situation is life-threatening, such as a sore throat or a 
headache, still a person is to be given medicine on Shabbat and cared for, even if we have to 
break the rules of Shabbat to do it.  
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And then the rabbis of the Talmud go even further, saying that pikuach nefesh, the imperative to 
save a life no matter what, applies not only in a case where there is uncertainty about whether a 
life is really in danger this Shabbat, but also if the uncertainty is with regard to a different, future 
Shabbat. If there is any danger at all that a person’s life is at risk, saving that life becomes the 
priority above and beyond all else.  

And medical interventions aren’t the only actions permitted under the rubric of pikuach nefesh, 
but any measures that could possibly help someone heal, such as boiling water for tea or running 
a hot bath or making chicken soup, all these are allowed on Shabbat, even if they go against the 
laws of observance, so that life can be preserved.  

And no one should say, Let’s just wait and perform this task after Shabbat, maybe they will get 
better in the meantime. Rather, we are told to heat the water, make the tea, stir the soup - and to 
do so immediately because the danger presented by even the possibility of a life-threatening 
situation overrides all the laws of Shabbat.  4

So great is the mitzvah of pikuach nefesh that it supersedes not only the laws of Shabbat but also 
those of Yom Kippur.  A pregnant woman, for example, is obligated to eat until she is satisfied, 
even on the Day of Atonement.   5

And in the Shulchan Aruch, the most widely accepted code of Jewish law ever written, we are 
instructed that a sick person is prohibited from fasting at all if it might hinder their recovery. Get 
that — no fasting.   

Even a healthy person who feels faint on Yom Kippur is to be fed whatever is around that might 
make them feel better, even non-kosher food like pork, in order to preserve their health!   6

This is how seriously the sages of the Talmud and the later rabbinic commentators take the 
precept from the Torah:  

ה ְוזְַרֶעָֽך׃ ַען ִּתְֽחֶי֖ה ַאָּת֥ ים ְלַמ֥  ּוָבַֽחְרָּת֙ ַּבַחּיִ֔

U’vacharta bachayim l’maan tichiyeh atah v’zarecha. 

“Choose life, so you and your children and your children’s children will live.”  

Choose life, so that you, and everyone around you, will live.  

Muzzles may be for slaves, but masks… masks and vaccines are concrete ways that we can 
choose life so that that we and our children and our whole society may live.  
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In Fiddler on the Roof, the people of Anatevka sing a hopeful song in the face of an uncertain 
future. 

To life, to life, l'chaim. 
L'chaim, l'chaim, to life. 

Life has a way of confusing us, 
Blessing and bruising us. 
Drink, l'chaim, to life! 

May all your futures be pleasant ones, 
Not like our present ones! 
Drink, l'chaim, to life! 

And as the Jews and the Cossacks spin and dance around the room, improbable as it may seem, 
they call out to each other:   

Heaven bless you both! 
To your health, and may we live together in peace. 

Be happy! Be healthy! Long life! 

Drink L'chaim... to life! 

We know from slavery. We know about hard won freedom.  And our Torah demands that we use 
our God-given free will to choose life above all else, to protect ourselves and those around us, so 
that we all might live.  

As the year 5782 begins, we raise our proverbial glasses and shout, with purpose and conviction, 
with hope and determination:  
L’chaim!  
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