
Taste of Freedom-8th Day Pesach Yizkor Sermon
As we come to the end of our Passover observance for this year, we once again reflect 
upon the story of our people. We recall the bitterness of slavery at the hands of an 
Egyptian dictator. We acknowledge the struggle to escape a difficult situation and to rise 
above all the obstacles that stand in our way. We marvel at our 40 year journey through 
the desert and our transition from slavery to freedom. And despite this taste of freedom, 
we continuously realize that freedom comes at a significant cost.   
 
On January 18th 2013, Emergency crews arrived at a Regent Park apartment building 
shortly after 2 p.m., but malfunctioning elevators forced them to hike up to the 13th floor, 
where they found the victim slumped in a stairwell with multiple gunshot wounds. He 
was rushed to St. Michael's hospital where he was pronounced dead on arrival.
By 5pm, several friends gathered outside the apartment building just behind the police 
tape in utter disbelief. "I am supposed to be at his house right now," commented one 
girl...."This can't be real."
On Jan 23rd at a suburban home in Brampton, 9 year-old Kasean Williams is home 
alone with his 15 year old brother when a single bullet pierced through the living room 
window striking Kasean in the head. Kasean was was killed instantly; his brother numb 
with pure shock and terror as he said goodbye to the youngest member of his family.
Monday, February 11th St. Aubyn Rodney, was hanging out with his friends in his 
apartment when out of nowhere, a gun appeared and Rodney was shot multiple times. 
Tragically, Rodney would not survive the night in hospital and passed away at the 
tender age of 15. Apparently, it was Rodney's long time friend (who was only 17 at the 
time) that was charged with manslaughter, in what his lawyer called an "accidental 
shooting."
This past Saturday evening at approximately 8pm an altercation took place between a 
group of individuals just inside the Sears entrance to Yorkdale Shopping Centre. Within 
minutes, 24 year old Michael Nguyen was dead with multiple gunshot wounds and 
another victim (who is expected to survive) was rushed to Sunnybrook trauma centre. 
Police do not believe the shooting was gang related.
The incident comes almost 10 months after a shooting in the food court of Eaton Centre 
in which one man died at the scene and another was fatally wounded and died in 
hospital days later. Five other people were wounded but survived the shooting.
While my son Joel at 15 months is barely old enough to waddle across the room, I 
cannot help but wonder if 15 or so years from now I will feel comfortable allowing him to 
meet his friends at the mall to have an innocent rendez-vous, even if it happens to take 
place in daylight hours. And as I look around this sanctuary today, I know many of you 



have teenage children or grandchildren to whom you grant permission to hang with 
friends at the mall or other high traffic public places on a regular or semi-regular basis.
According to Toronto Police Crime statistics, in 2010 there were 21 shootings in the GTA 
where either someone was killed or injured due to gun related violence. Last year in 
2012 there were 35. And just within the first 3 months of 2013, police have reported 26.  
At this pace an estimated 24 additional people will be killed and 80 injured this year as 
the result of gun related violence. This hypothetical statistic would mean an almost 
120% increase from just a year ago. And while our political leaders continue to have us 
believe that gun laws are much stricter than U.S. legislation, it is still not that difficult to 
obtain some type of firearm on Canadian soil. 
In my research for today's sermon, I came across a website entitled 
www.howtogetagun.ca. It claims that in less than 4 minutes, it can guide you on a step-
by-step process of how to legally register and be on your way to buying in Canada. And 
while there are a few more hoops to jump through in Canada compared to our south of 
the border counterparts, after obtaining a licence (for a nominal fee) and taking a one 
day course (which in some provinces can be done online) you are eligible to purchase 
firearms in Canada, usually within 60 days. 
And while handguns are not really allowed to be in one's possession unless you have 
an occupation which requires one, let us remind ourselves that many of the brutal gun 
crimes that have taken place in this country were not executed with a simple hand gun. 
In a Huffington Post article written in December 2012 entitled, "Canadian Gun Laws: 
Weapons Used In Mass Shootings Still Not Prohibited" we are told that in the 1989 
massacre of 14 women at the Ecole Polytechnique in Montreal, Marc Lepine used a 
Ruger Mini-14 rifle, at the time equipped with a substantial magazine. And in 2006, 
Kimveer Gill used a Beretta Cx4 Storm to shoot 72 rounds at Montreal's Dawson 
College, injuring 16 and killing student Anastasia DeSousa.
Heidi Rathjen, one of Canada's foremost gun-control advocates, says she and others 
have not called for a ban on all semi-automatics — just some of them.
She says "the federal government has not reviewed or updated its list of restricted or 
prohibited firearms since 1996, and many out on the market are basically assault 
weapons masquerading as hunting gear."
Many of us are still under the belief system that most Canadians (regardless) of gun 
laws simply do not own firearms. According to the Canadian Shooting Sports 
Association, exactly the opposite is true: twenty-nine per cent of Canadian homes 
possess an estimated total of somewhere between nine and 20 million firearms. The 
United Nations reported that Canada ranks third among the developed western 
countries (behind the United States and Norway) in the civilian ownership of firearms. 
This equates to an average of three guns per every gun-owning Canadian household 
and represents more rifles and shotguns on a per capita basis than the United States.



The debate on gun control continues within the United States and in light of recent 
events has become a hot topic of conversation within our own nation. Those who 
advocate for purchasing firearms in the US insist that it is a constitutional right to 
possess a gun both for safety and to protect themselves from the fear of an emerging 
oppressive government. They claim that telling some one that they do not have the right 
to bear arms is a violation of their freedom.  
But try to explain this rationale to the family of Dylan Hockley, one of the 6 year old 
children shot to death by the Newton public school Massacre this past December.
In an article written by a Canadian newspaper shortly after the incident, prime minister 
Harper was asked how he would respond to the tragedy in terms of tightening up 
Canadian gun control laws. His response was, "We will keep this system that works. 
That's the important thing, to have controls that work," he said.  If any of the recent 
shooting incidents are a sign of how well Canadian gun control laws are working, I think 
Mr. Harper has some explaining to do...
In the end, I do not believe that it is gun legislation that will decrease the amount of gun 
violence within our communities. We are too advanced and naive, if we believe that 
increased gun restrictions will prevent those who want to posses firearms and use them 
for evil from doing so. With underground firearm markets importing thousands of guns a 
year across the border from mexico and the convenience of the internet, there are an 
estimated 700,000 illegally registered guns in Canada. Guns are just too accessible to 
the general public for increased legislation to win the battle. 
For me the question about gun legislation comes down to two things: choices and 
priorities. No, I am not referring to the choice about whether or not you or I choose to 
carry a gun. I am talking about the choices we make on a daily basis about how we live 
our lives and the choices and priorities we allow and create for our children.
It is often said that our greatest lessons can be learned from past behaviours. As we  
recall, each year during the story of Passover, the Israelites were slaves in Egypt. They 
were an oppressed people who suffered at the hands of an Egyptian dictator. But who 
was ultimately responsible for their suffering? A midrash called Exodus Rabbah infers 
that in fact the Israelites were partly responsible for their own oppression. Many rabbis 
believed that after Joseph died, the Israelites attempted to assimilate into Egyptian 
villages and communities, abandoning their own customs and traditions for business 
opportunities and cheap entertainment. It is thought that this betrayal triggered a 
suspicious Pharaoh and as a result, he created a new mandate for the Israelite people. 
This mandate of course, was the opposite of freedom.
And let us fast forward for a moment to the story of the golden calf. Moses leaves the 
Israelites for 40 days as he ascends Mount Sinai only to return to his people making a 
mockery out of themselves; worshipping idols made from melted down Jewellery in the 
hope of looking to a material object for purpose, spirituality and direction.



Why is it that I can go into a mall on Saturday morning and find it packed with families 
shopping for the latest fashion trends and I can come to synagogue and see our 
sanctuary more than 1/2 empty? 
Why is it that hockey and dance and buying our children the latest i-phone take priority 
over coming to church or synagogue on a weekly or even monthly basis? 
Why is it that for many, the idea of living a religious life consists of nothing more that 
wearing a religious symbol around their neck or a Jew not eating pepperoni pizza on 
their dishes at home?
Please do not misunderstand me; I am not suggesting that all of you should tell your 
kids to stop playing sports and to spend every waking minute that you have in the 
synagogue. I am also not telling you that you need to become shomeir shabbat and 
shomeir mitzvot, adhering to all 613 commandments in the Torah. That is not a life I 
myself practice or condone for that matter. But what I am saying is that it is time for our 
society to prioritize our commitments. It is time for us to make difficult choices within our 
own lives and within the lives of our children so that we ensure that there will be true 
freedom for us and for future generations.  It was not until the receiving of the Torah and 
the ten commandments that the Jewish people had the guidance they needed.  The 
Torah then became their instructional manual, their direction on how to live a moral and 
decent life. What gun legislation is missing is the call to live a moral and decent life. The 
only protection we have against losing our freedom is to choose how we spend our time 
wisely and to prioritize which ethics and morals we will teach our children.
While separation of church and state has been a long standing principal of both our 
government and our American counterparts, perhaps it is time for our leaders to heed a 
valuable lesson, one that our people learned as slaves almost 4000 years ago and one 
that we continually learn even today.  Freedom does not mean free of moral and ethical 
values. It is quite the contrary. Our ancestors taught us that to be free means to struggle 
with the teachings of our past, to re-evaluate them for our time and to make them 
relevant for the future. Perhaps former President Ronald Regan said it best when he 
said "that freedom prospers when religion is vibrant and the rule of law under God is 
acknowledged."
As we prepare to recite the Yizkor prayers for those who were closest to us, I ask all of 
us to also remember those who have been a victim of gun violence during the past year. 
Let us remember the Michael Nguyen's and the Kasean Williams of our community. Let 
us remember and pray for the families of the 20 children and eight adults who were so 
innocently killed in Newtown Connecticut, this past December. 
Let us hope and pray that it is not one of our children who is sitting in that classroom or 
meeting their friends at the mall when a gunman randomly opens fire. And let us pray 
that it is not one of our children who has pulled the trigger. 
 


