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We Must Love One Another Or Die 
Ekev 5774 "
Three or four years ago, our community in Princeton had difficulty finding a babysitter for the last days of  
Pesach. Pesach coincided with Easter that year and our usual babysitters for Shabbat morning were all 
celebrating one of  the two holidays. We realized that a Muslim student would be the ideal babysitter and that 
is how we met Nadirah, a Palestinian-American who from that Pesach morning, worked as a regular 
babysitter for the Orthodox minyan over a period of  years. She bonded quickly with our children and she also 
sometimes watched our children at home - we left our boys with her when Sophie was born. We all 
completely trusted her with our children, but I had always been reluctant to discuss politics with her.  Perhaps 
I was afraid of  what she would tell me. "
I was truly moved to see a post that she wrote on Facebook earlier this week. She wrote: "
“There's something powerful about recognizing someone on the other side's humanity and I often feel, 
despite people's claims that they do, that it does not happen but that we tell ourselves that we are. I also 
recognize it's a difficult thing to do. I try and I don't know if  I'm successful (and probably never will), but 
despite any hypocrisy on my part, I urge my friends to think critically about the people living in the Gaza 
Strip and Israel alike and their humanity, and subsequently, why they may believe and do the things they do, 
no matter what those things are.” "
Rabbi Yosef  Blau, a revered teacher at Yeshiva University said something similar a few years ago when he 
marveled at the way he had been a Zionist all his life, in fact he was president of  the Religious Zionists of  
America for a period of  years, and yet he had never spoken to a Palestinian until just a few years ago. "
I don’t think Rabbi Blau is unusual in this regard. If  anything, modern social-media and the algorithms that 
govern its operation, create what has been called “self-generated personalized propaganda. wherein our clicks 
and likes and friendships create an information delivery system designed to show us exactly what we want to 
see.  It can now be quantified that supporters of  Israel and supporters of  the Palestinians during this recent 
round of  fighting in Gaza were reading completely different accounts of  what was occurring from completely 
different news sources. There is no ability to respond to the perspective of  the other side - since there is no 
basic encounter with the other’s perspective. "
This week’s Torah portion, and indeed all of  Sefer Devarim is devoted to preparations for the conquest and 
settling of  Eretz Yisrael. How do we prepare spiritually for this conquest? How do we ensure success? How 
should we think about that impending conquest? These questions course through the parsha and course 
throughout the entire book. "
In that context, the Torah emphasizes - three times in three consecutive verses read earlier this morning that 
we must not slip into the error of  assuming that our victories in Eretz Yisrael are something that we deserve.  "
ַאל ּתֹאַמר ִּבְלָבְבָך ַּבֲהדֹף ה ֱא-ֹלֶהיָך אָֹתם ִמְּלָפנֶיָך ֵלאמֹר ְּבִצְדָקִתי ֱהִביַאנִי ה ָלֶרֶׁשת ֶאת ָהָאֶרץ ַהּזֹאת ּוְבִרְׁשַעת ַהּגֹויִם ָהֵאֶּלה ה מֹוִריָׁשם 

"ִמָּפנֶיָך. 
“Do not say - al tomar,” when God has pushed aside the Canaanites before you that God has brought me to 
inherit the land because of  my own righteousness. Nor should you say that God has disposed the Canaanites 
because of  their wickedness.” "
We are told not to assume, not even in our hearts “ְָּבִלְבָב” that our victory is because we are righteous. And 
we are told that we must not assume, not even in our hearts “ְָּבִלְבָב” that our victory is because our enemies 
are wicked. "

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WmbdYZZGoOo
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ֹלא ְבִצְדָקְתָך ּוְביֶֹׁשר ְלָבְבָך ַאָּתה ָבא ָלֶרֶׁשת ֶאת ַאְרָצם ִּכי ְּבִרְׁשַעת ַהּגֹויִם ָהֵאֶּלה ה׳ ֱא-ֹלֶהיָך מֹוִריָׁשם ִמָּפנֶיָך ּוְלַמַען ָהִקים ֶאת ַהָּדָבר 
"ֲאֶׁשר נְִׁשַּבע ה׳ ַלֲאבֶֹתיָך ְלַאְבָרָהם ְליְִצָחק ּוְליֲַעקֹב. 

“It is not because of  your righteousness nor the straightness of  your heart that you are on the threshold of  
inheriting their land. It is because of  the wickedness of  these nations that the Lord your God is displacing 
them before you so that God can uphold that which God swore to your fathers, to Avraham, to Yitzhak, and 
to Yaakov.” "
We are emphatically told a second time that our victory is not because we are righteous. And it’s not because 
we were fighting enemies who were wicked. Indeed, the Canaanites were quite wicked, but that alone isn’t a 
sufficient justification or explanation for our victory. Only the additional element of  a Divine promise to 
Avraham, Yitzhak, and Yaakov can explain our presence in Eretz Yisrael. "
And then, yet again, for a third time, we are told: 

""ְויַָדְעָּת ִּכי ֹלא ְבִצְדָקְתָך ה׳ ֱא-ֹלֶהיָך נֵֹתן ְלָך ֶאת ָהָאֶרץ ַהּטֹוָבה ַהּזֹאת ְלִרְׁשָּתּה ִּכי ַעם ְקֵׁשה עֶֹרף ָאָּתה. 
“And you shall know that it is not because of  your righteousness that God has given you this good land as an 
inheritance for you are a stick-necked people.” "
Moshe then goes on for verse after verse to give a litany of  the crimes and misdemeanors of  the 40 years in 
the desert. When Moshe finally concludes this sad history, an entire chapter later, there can be no question 
that we are not righteous and could not possibly deserve Eretz Yisrael because of  our righteousness. "
Much of  the public discourse about the Israeli Palestinian conflict is strident, is binary, and displays little 
capacity for self-reflection or for growth.  "
I wonder whether some of  this stridency and our tendency to portray things in black and white is, 
paradoxically, because of  a lack of  confidence in our Zionism.  Because of  a lack of  confidence in our 
Zionism, we have a need to portray ourselves as entirely and perfectly righteous. Because of  a lack of  
confidence in our connection to Eretz Yisrael, we have a need to portray our opponents as though they are 
moral monsters.  "
But our connection to Eretz Yisrael is so much deeper. It doesn’t depend on us always being right “lo 
b’tzidkatkha” and it doesn’t depends on the others being wicked “lo birishat ha-goyim.” Eretz Yisrael is the 
homeland of  the Jewish people and we’ve exercised sovereignty there for the past three generations. Healthy 
nations are able to debate their future, confront their challenges, and engage in the difficult but necessary 
process of  internal improvements without resorting to a manichean worldview where children of  light battle 
children of  darkness.  "
In contrast, the Torah emphasizes, in later in Parashat Ekev, that God doesn’t take bribes, God cannot be 
fooled, and so our endurance and flourishing as a nation depends on a sober assessment of  reality, and the 
had work of  cultivating a community dedicated to Torah and mitzvot. And, in the context of  the Torah’s 
vision of  a community dedicated towards Torah and Mitzvot, it is precisely our ability to empathize with, to 
act with justice towards, and to even cultivate love for the stranger that is emphasized. "

"ִּכי ה׳ ֱא-ֹלֵהיֶכם הּוא ֱא-ֹלֵהי ָהֱאֹלִהים ַוֲאדֹנֵי ָהֲאדֹנִים ָהֵאל ַהָּגדֹל ַהִּגּבֹר ְוַהּנֹוָרא ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא יִָּשּא ָפנִים ְוֹלא יִַּקח ׁשַֹחד. 
"עֶֹׂשה ִמְׁשַּפט יָתֹום ְוַאְלָמנָה ְואֵֹהב ֵּגר ָלֶתת לֹו ֶלֶחם ְוִׂשְמָלה. 

""ַוֲאַהְבֶּתם ֶאת ַהֵּגר ִּכי גִֵרים ֱהיִיֶתם ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצָריִם… 
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“For the Lord your God…the great and mighty and awesome God does not show favor nor take bribes. 
Act with justice towards the orphan and widow, and love the stranger, give him bread and clothing. And 
you shall love the stranger for you were strangers in the Land of Egypt.” "
Here, as elsewhere in the Torah, our slavery in Egypt is meant to cultivate sympathy for other vulnerable 
people and to build the capacity to empathize with those who are different. Our communities need that 
capacity for sympathy and empathy. Indeed, all humanity needs to expand our capacity for empathy and 
sympathy.  "
In his masterpiece “September 1st, 1939,” reflecting on the start of the Second World War, poet W.H. 
Auden writes: "
I and the public know 
What all schoolchildren learn, 
Those to whom evil is done 
Do evil in return.  "
Hunger allows no choice 
To the citizen or the police; 
We must love one another or die.


