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Within parashat b’ha-alot’kha we learn about a second chance.  Some Israelites approach Moshe 

with the sincere request to celebrate Pesach in the second year after liberation from Egypt.  They 

acknowledge that they cannot/did not observe it on the 14th of Nisan, its proper date.  Moshe 

inquires of GOD on their behalf.  He learns that this group and other Israelites in the future may 

celebrate Pesach one month later.   
 

Each year when I read this passage, I am heartened to know that the Torah offers us an example of 

a second chance.  Today I want to apply this second chance much more broadly to cities in the 

United States and in Israel in which wrongs have been committed.  These cities and the two 

societies they represent need the corrective of a second chance. 

  

We have now passed one calendar year since the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis.   The 

judicial process brought former police officer Derrick Chauvin to justice.  The other police officers 

will be tried.  I hope that justice will be served in their cases as well.  Our Congress did not pass 

the legislation that President Joe Biden hoped to pass, the George Floyd Justice in 

Policing Act.  Perhaps the Congress needs reminders of our crimes in order to act justly in 2021. 

  

Michael Gerson in “When It Comes to Knowing US History, We Should All Be ‘Woke,’” 

(Washington Post 28 May 2021) outlines the historic facts that most of us did not learn in 

American History classes.  You read as I did of a mob in 1917 in East Saint Louis that “murdered 

scores of their Black neighbors and destroyed hundreds of buildings. . .”  That of course preceded 

the May 31-June 1, 1921, race massacre in Tulsa.  As Scott Ellsworth writes in The Ground 

Breaking, “White mobs descended on the prosperous Black Greenwood district of Tulsa, shooting 

and pillaging their way through this enclave reducing it to rubble.  A House of GOD, the Mount 

Zion Baptist Church, was systematically shattered.  In the last 100 years, several stages have 

followed in the wake of that race massacre: 

Silence and cover-up  

Sustained attempts to learn the complete history of that time and place 

Excavation of mass graves 

 

Last week the three known survivors of that massacre testified before the House Judiciary 

Committee that is considering reparations (Jennifer Szalai, New York Times, 26 May 2021).  Many 

White Tulsans respond to Ellsworth, the Tulsa-born historian, with a mix of shame and 

defiance.  They know that photographs and official records have disappeared.   While there are 

records of the number of hospital admissions and the number of people requiring urgent care, 

there is no number of fatalities because NO ONE KNOWS. Black Tulsans by and large do not want 

to revisit this two day event of race violence.  Ellsworth has devoted decades to uncovering the 



history and recording it accurately.  According to Ellsworth, “Oklahoma is not a model of racial 

reconciliation.”  Yet Tulsa's Republican mayor “has committed to . . . locating the remains of those 

murdered.” 

  

The Greenwood district of Tulsa, the Ladue section of St. Louis and Black neighborhoods in many 

if not most American cities have been the site of racial unrest, even violence.  Michael Gerson 

quoted Frederick Douglas in yesterday’s Washington Post.   In 1852 Douglas decried American 

slavery “as a sham, a base pretense and a lie.”  Douglas to his great credit did not only castigate 

America for the institution of slavery.  “He challenged the country’s hypocrisy precisely because 

he took the founding principles [embedded in our Constitution and the Declaration of 

Independence] so seriously.” 

  

That is exactly the reason we proud American citizens must campaign for the redress of the 

grievances of the Blacks of Tulsa.  Moreover, it is the reason we must look with very clear eyes at 

the racial patterns in our cities. In June 1968, I saw my father frightened to his core because of the 

racial violence in Newark, NJ.  Over 50 years later, Newark is better than it was but not the city it 

could be.  Likewise, Washington, DC.  We must ask if Blacks, Whites, Latinx, etc., live side-by-

side in the neighborhoods of the capital of the USA. 

  

While we are talking about American cities and asking if they are the homes of mixed 

neighborhoods, we must also ask about Israeli cities.  Only weeks ago, cities like Lod and Akko 

witnessed violence between Israeli Arabs and Israeli Jews who had lived as neighbors for 

years.  Their lives were not ideal by any means, but the recent violence tore at the heart of these 

mixed cities.  They will need to work devotedly to restore the intergroup relations in their cities. 

  

It is not only Frederick Douglas who challenged America to rise to live by its founding 

principles.  We can also derive a vital lesson from a text that Rabbi Avi Strausberg shared with her 

students yesterday morning. In a Torah session entitled “Building from the Ruins,” she 

quoted B’reishit Rabba 3:7.  Rabbi Pinchas said that the lesson that God had created worlds and 

destroyed worlds before creating this world can be derived from the verse in the creation narrative 

‘And GOD saw all that GOD had made, and behold it was very good’. To Rabbi Pinchas that verse 

suggests that GOD compared this world to worlds GOD had previously created and said ‘This 

[world] pleases Me, those other [worlds] did not please Me.”  

 

Rabbi Strausberg then pointed us, her students, in the following direction.  She introduced the 

teaching of Rabbi Natan Tzvi Finkel who interprets that GOD built this world on the foundation 

of the wisdom learned from the worlds that had been destroyed (Ohr Hatzafun, pp. 71-73).  GOD 

builds a new world even higher and more exalted that the prior world.  And we human beings, 

created in GOD’s image, “Have the power to go from bad to good and from destruction of the 

world to the repair of the world after all the great failings.”  

  



I apply this important insight to the building of mixed cities here and in Israel.  There have been 

great failings in the history of the relations of the races in our American cities.  In some similar 

ways there have been failings in the interactions of Jews and Arabs in Israel’s mixed cities over the 

last 70+ years.  It is an important first step to investigate these failings, analyze them and hold up 

the bigotry to the clear light of day.  As Tulsa exhumed the mass graves, so other cities must 

uncover the results of their racially-motivated sins.  That is a necessary precursor to building a 

new world.  On the ruins of failures to create mixed racial communities, we Americans and we 

who are concerned about Israel must build with greater wisdom, greater insight and greater 

sensitivity. May this be the will of the Creator of the World. 
  
 


