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One evening, my junior year of college, I had a conversation with a close 
friend of mine, one that I still think about consistently. This friend grew up 
Modern Orthodox, spent a year in yeshivah in Israel, yet had concluded that 
the religiously observant life was not for him. This particular evening, we, 
hanging out in his room, had one of those exchanges that can be hallmarks of 
the college experience: far-ranging, enthusiastic and sometimes even verging 
on profound. In talking about our different approaches to religion and 
observance, he shared something so striking that has affected how I think 
about Judaism and the world. He said what he appreciated about halacha, 
about the very concept of Jewish law, is that at one point, it was at the 
forefront of human moral, ethical and spiritual development. The Torah and 
Mishna and Talmud were all radical in their times! And yet, now, all he saw 
was halacha either not responding to real contemporary issues, or as being 
reactionary, well behind the curve. This is what prevented his buy-in. The 
conversation took its course, and I don’t recall what else we spoke of that 
evening. However, this...this stays with me. It is a powerful critique, and one 
that I will hold with me the rest of my life.  
 
But, is it a fair critique? Is halacha supposed to be at the vanguard of human 
moral, ethical, spiritual development? That seems to be the very way this 
week’s parsha describes our laws - 
 

 (ה) ְרֵאה ִלַּמְדִּתי ֶאְתֶכם, ֻחִּקים ּוִמְׁשָּפִטים, ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִצּוִַני, ְיהָוה ֱאלָֹהי...                 (ו)
 ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם, ַוֲעִׂשיֶתם-- ִּכי ִהוא ָחְכַמְתֶכם ּוִביַנְתֶכם ְלֵעיֵני ָהַעִּמים :  ֲאֶׁשר ִיְׁשְמעּון, ֵאת
 ָּכל-ַהֻחִּקים ָהֵאֶּלה, ְוָאְמרּו ַרק ַעם-ָחָכם וְָנבֹון, ַהּגֹוי ַהָּגדֹול ַהֶּזה...(ח) ּוִמי ּגֹוי ָּגדֹול,
  ֲאֶׁשר-לֹו ֻחִּקים ּוִמְׁשָּפִטים  ַצִּדיִקם , ְּככֹל ַהּתֹוָרה ַהּזֹאת, ֲאֶׁשר ָאנִֹכי נֵֹתן ִלְפֵניֶכם ַהּיֹום.

 
5See, I have taught you laws and statutes, as HASHEM  my God 
commanded me...6Keep them and fulfill them, for this is the 
manifestation of your wisdom and understanding in the eyes of 
the nations, who, when they hear all these laws, will say, ‘Surely 
this great nation is a wise and discerning people!’...8What other 
great nation has laws as just and righteous as this entire Torah 
that I am giving to you today?  1

 

Our laws are supposed to be not just our national, our own family wisdom. 
They are not purely particular. Everyone who witnesses them in action should 
be drawn to their wisdom, their righteousness, their humanity. They should 
be hallmarks for humanity as a whole! 

1 Devarim 4:5-8 



 
However, this is what has been troubling me, as a Jew and as an American. 
 
Sometimes, not only are our laws not on the cutting edge, sometimes it is 
may be hard to see their wisdom.  Sometime, we acutely feel the tension 
between our laws and morality. And furthermore, what happens when laws 
are not moral, or those who follow the laws don’t act morally? As Jews and 
Americans who seek to derive morality from our laws, this is a moral 
quandary. If our laws are righteous, why are the actions of some of us 
distinctly not? How can we be standard-bearers, trailblazers, if those who 
abide by our laws, who are supposed to uphold and protect our laws act with 
tragic immorality and violence? 
 
Tragically, this week offers too many examples. On Tisha b’Av itself, a 
Conservative synagogue in the Israeli city of Modi’in was sabotaged by 
Orthodox Jews, who trapped people inside the building as they gathered for 
Tisha b’Av prayers. On Thursday afternoon, an Orthodox Jew stabbed six 
marchers at Jerusalem’s Gay Pride parade, severely injuring some of his 
victims - despite foreknowledge by the police. And, early Friday morning, a 
group of Jewish terrorists attacked a civilian Palestinian home in the village of 
Douma, tossed firebombs through a window, and killed 18 month-old Ali Saad 
Dawabshe, leaving his mother and 4 year-old brother hospitalized with 
severe burns.  
 
And here in America, this week I was numbly transfixed, watching the video 
of Samuel deBose being shot at point blank range at a traffic stop. I think of 
Sandra Bland, beaten, jailed and broken by police violence at a traffic stop, 
that led to her death. Constant gun violence, mass shootings, mass 
murder...and yet our lawmakers do nothing.  
 
How do we respond when we are confronted by people, ostensibly part of our 
extended religious community, our extended civic community, who act in 
despicable ways - using our  laws and our  Torah as justification. And how do 
we respond when the laws and structures of this country are not applied 
equally to all its inhabitants, when the people meant to uphold and protect its 
laws to act with impunity and face no consequences. We could say these are 
extremists, lone individuals, evil outliers. But...are we hiding behind our own 
privileges, are we hiding behind limited understanding of the structure of our 
laws? How are we complicit in a system of oppression that makes this 
violence possible? Or, perhaps more apt, how do we tolerate a culture of 
verbal violence which leads some to actual violence? 

 



Now, I dont have the solution for this tension. The only answer is that we 
have to constantly struggle with it. Our responsibility is to stop, to listen, to 
accept that we have to name that tension. And to name that within our 
structures is racism, homophobia, xenophobia does not make us monsters, 
nor is naming it equal to hatred of those structures. To acknowledge the 
struggle and suffering of others, to acknowledge the deep and unending value 
of others - none of that takes away from my value. In fact, it is my respect, 
honor and deep love of Torah and America that leads me to, and encourages 
me in, this struggle. The struggle, in and of itself, has meaning. We are 
supposed to live in this constant tension.  
 
And, there is an answer of sorts in the parsha, a guide to navigating the 
tension. After telling us the power and potential of our laws, Moshe gives us a 
warning: 

 
 (ט) ַרק ִהָּׁשֶמר ְלָך ּוְׁשמֹר ַנְפְׁשָך ְמאֹד, ֶּפן-ִּתְׁשַּכח ֶאת-ַהְּדָבִרים ֲאֶׁשר-ָראּו ֵעיֶניָך ּוֶפן-ָיסּורּו

 ִמְּלָבְבָך, ּכֹל, ְיֵמי ַחֶּייָך; ְוהֹוַדְעָּתם ְלָבֶניָך, ְוִלְבֵני ָבֶניָך.
9 Be very careful! Watch yourselves closely, so as not to forget the 
things that your eyes have seen nor to let them slip from your 
mind all the days of your life; make them known to your children 
and your children’s children  2

 

What can’t we forget? What did B’nai Yisrael see that is so essential to 
remember? 
 
 

 (טו) וְִנְׁשַמְרֶּתם ְמאֹד, ְלַנְפׁשֵֹתיֶכם:  ִּכי לֹא ְרִאיֶתם ָּכל-ְּתמּוָנה  ְּביֹום ִּדֶּבר ְיהָוה ֲאֵליֶכם ְּבֹחֵרב,
 ִמּתֹוְך ָהֵאׁש. (טז) ֶּפן-ַּתְׁשִחתּון--ַוֲעִׂשיֶתם ָלֶכם ֶּפֶסל, ְּתמּוַנת ָּכל-ָסֶמל:  ַּתְבִנית ָזָכר, אֹו

 ְנֵקָבה
15Be very careful and mindful - you saw no image when HASHEM 
spoke to you from within the fire at Horeb 16lest you act 
destructively by making an idol for yourselves, in the form of any 
figure—the likeness of male or female.  3

 
We are reminded of what we saw, or more specifically, what we did not  see. 
We are bid to not see a specific image - not the image of a man, nor of a 
woman, nor any specific object or law, not a specific image of a god who only 
looks like us, thinks like us, is a selfish twisted worship of ourselves. We 
cannot see an image that excludes, that prevents us from seeing divinity in all 
people and all things. This is idolatry, when we raise a vision so specific, we 
lose sight of reality. If we lose that vision of divinity, we lose our humanity. 
Our laws would no longer be wise.  

2 Devarim 4:9 
3 Ibid. 4:15-16 



 
This is all to say, that I do believe we can be, should be, and have the 
opportunity be the moral vanguard. Our laws can be hallmarks for the world. 
As Jews, we are rooted in a system that guides us and structures us, while 
encouraging our growth. As Americans, we are privileged to have a country 
that has the potential to be a place of freedom for all - though we have not yet 
come as close as we pretend or wish we have. But in order to accomplish this, 
we have to approach our laws and structures with a spirit of divinity that 
transcends a particular image. Through this, we create spaces that anyone can 
see and experience the wisdom, the beauty, the freedom, the humanity. 
Through this we ensure that everyone has the opportunities, the rights, the 
privileges like we enjoy here. 
 
Because here at Anshe Sholom, we get to experience an example of the best 
we can be. For this, and so much more, I want to express my deepest 
gratitude.  
 
Thank you. Thank you for inviting me in, and from day one, making me feel 
so welcome, and so at home. Thank you to Rabbi Wolkenfeld and the board for 
giving me this incredible opportunity, to not only spend time here, but to be 
able to share Torah with you. Thank you to everyone who has opened their 
homes, their tables, their hearts to me. I am so grateful for that you allowed 
me to feel at home here, and that you were a place of support in my own time 
of need. You will continue to provide a vision for what communities can strive 
to be like.  
 
I say this all knowing that anyone can, and does, walk into this shul and say: 
“What a special place this is. How amazing are Jews that they have this, they 
create this, and that they share it with whoever walks in, no matter who they 
are or where they’ve come from” Because of that very fact, it is incumbent 
upon us to to continue to build on that, to grapple with ensuring that our 
communities, our lives are dedicated to helping all people, in all 
circumstances, and in that way, we fulfill the vision Moshe set out for us, a 
nation, wise and discerning, helping lead the way to a future of true freedom 
and true peace.  
 
 


