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I learned something this week about the history of newsstands. James Vernon, who’s a professor 

at Berkley, recently wrote a book called Distant Strangers: How Britain Became Modern. And 

he makes a fascinating observation. When train travel became prevalent in the middle of the 19
th

 

century, it raised all sorts of questions about social conventions in close quarters – especially 

when so many different segments of society suddenly found themselves crammed together in a 

tight space for not a short period of time. As Vernon explains, reading, which had been 

impossible in bumpy coach rides, became a way of avoiding eye contact and cultivating an 

appropriate detachment from one’s fellow passengers. And so it wasn’t long before book stalls 

and newsstands became common place in railway stations. Here was one of the many bi-

products of what Vernon calls a society of strangers – a term that I think has as much – if not 

more – cache now as it did 200 years ago. In our increasingly globalized and inter-connected 

world, the quandary of social isolation has perhaps never been more pressing.  

 

Of course the Torah has much to say about this topic, and this morning I’d like to suggest that 

part of that message is imbedded in the story of the מקלל. 

 

Remember the narrative: The son of a Jewish woman and an Egyptian man is involved in some 

sort of squabble. And he uses God’s name to commit the crime of blasphemy. Witnesses bring 

the man before Moshe for a ruling on what to do. And they place him in a holding cell until 

Hashem reveals to Moshe that in fact this man has committed a capital offense.  

 

And of course we have to wonder: Why all the tumult over this case? It’s black letter the law. 

The Torah had told us all the way back in פרשת משפטים very simply: אלוקים לא תקלל – cursing the 

Lord is strictly forbidden.  

 

Perhaps you’ll tell me there’s a precedent for cases where the details of the law aren’t widely 

known. After all, the story of the מקושש – the man who desecrates Shabbat by gathering wood in 

the wilderness – sounds strikingly familiar. Sometimes we have violators and we don’t know 

what to do with them.  

 

What’s important to remember is that the case of the wood-gatherer occurred before Matan 

Torah. It goes without saying that there was ambiguity about what to do. But the case of the 

blasphemer seems so simple. Now that the Torah’s been given, what’s the question? Why the 

hesitation?  

 

In thinking about these two cases, there is one major distinction. While the wood-gatherer is 

brought before Moshe, Aharon and the entire assembly, the blasphemer is brought to Moshe 

alone. And we have to wonder why? 

 

And I think the answer becomes clear when we follow the trail of clues in the Pesukim and in the 

Midrash.  
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Because a close reading of the text inevitably takes us back to Moshe’s first foray into Jewish 

leadership in the second chapter of ספר שמות. 

 

בן אשה ישראלית ויצא  

 

The son of this Jewish woman ventured out – just as the Torah tells us אל אחיו ויצא  – that Moshe 

ventured out and beheld the oppression of his brethren. 

 

במחנה וינצו  – a quarrel broke out in the camp – just as Moshe witnessed all those years before:  

 

נציםוהנה שני אנשים עברים   – two Jews involved in a quarrel.  

And the Midrash goes so far as to say that this man born of an Egyptian father is none other than 

the son of the Egyptian Moshe killed to protect the defenseless Israelite.  

 

What I’d like to suggest is this: Of course the people knew the הלכה. That the blasphemer was 

guilty was never in doubt.  

  

But law is dynamic. Sometimes there are other factors that need to be considered. Sometimes 

there are extenuating circumstances. 

 

Yes, they knew this person was a violator. But if anyone could appreciate the plight of the 

outsider, it was Moshe. And so they brought the case to him. Moshe had always looked out for 

the lonely and the vulnerable. Perhaps, they reasoned, given his experience and his tendency to 

defend those on the margins, Moshe might have a soft spot for this individual. After all, as the 

product of an intermarriage the deck was stacked against him. He would always be seen as a kind 

of outsider.  

 

In the end, here was a person who had acted badly and there was no recourse but for him to be 

punished. 

 

But the impulse of the people was right. Moshe did have a soft spot for the outsider. And the 

answer wasn’t known to him. Justice had to be served, but by literarily returning us to Moshe’s 

first days as a defender of the people, the Torah itself and the Midrash are highlighting this 

challenge. They want us to ask: What went wrong here? How did this happen?  

 

It shouldn’t be lost on us that what precipitates the disagreement in the first place is the מחנה. 

Whatever the details, it was fundamentally a fight about the question of who’s included and 

who’s excluded. Who’s in and who’s out?  

 

And as the Torah goes out of its way to tell us on so many occasions: We have to be extra 

sensitive to the people who aren’t in the camp – for whatever reason. Here was a person who was 

the product of a mixed marriage. Fully Jewish – but made to feel like an outsider nonetheless. 

We can’t change his past. And ultimately he’s responsible for his own actions. But this story is 

also a cautionary tale. Look what can happen to someone teetering on society’s fringes. Look 

what can happen when someone is made to feel alone.  
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Robert Putnam diagnosed the phenomenon of social isolation in contemporary America 20 years 

ago, but there’s no question that the problem has only become more acute since. The social 

chatter of coffee houses has been replaced by the quiet tapping of keys; smart phones have all 

but eliminated communication on buses and subways; and ear buds forestall even the possibility 

of small talk in the elevator. We have indeed become a society of strangers. 

 

As one of my senior colleagues said to me recently: “I used to get upset when I saw people 

talking in shul; now I’m just glad their talking!” 

 

But the Torah doesn’t just sensitize us to the problem; it also offers two fundamental solutions – 

two ways that we can help people feel more connected and less alone. As much as we’re all 

individuals attached to a national identity, there are two rings between the individual and the 

nation.  

 

The first is family. We want to build families and we want to maintain them. For those who are 

looking, we want to help every person find his or her match. And that’s why – as I’ve said in the 

past – every person in this room should be involved in matchmaking. 

 

And even though we talk about it less, every person in this room should support our communal 

Mikvah. Every shul in our community has committed to highlighting the Upper West Side 

Mikvah this month. It’s vital. It’s indispensable. And it’s not sufficient for users alone to support 

it; we all have to chip in.    

 

The second way the Torah combats loneliness is through community. I think it would be safe to 

say that there is nothing more valuable in this regard than being involved in a shul. But being 

here is only half the answer. To make people feel included, we need to reach out: To greet 

people; to welcome them; to make them feel included and to invite them into our homes. We’ll 

know when we’ve succeeded because we’ll never hear again about someone having a Shabbat 

meal alone. Until then, we have a ways to go. 

 

With a hundred year history of peeling people off of the margins and bringing into the center; 

with opportunities to meet and interact with individuals and families across the generational 

divide; in a place we can all call home: It’s our hope that here at The Jewish Center, no one will 

ever be alone.    

 

 

  


