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For the first time in history, a Jew is elected President of the United States. 

He calls his mother and says, “Mom – they just announced the results of the election. I 

won. I’m gonna be the next President of the United States of America.” 

“That’s very nice,” she says, “but you know I can’t come to the inauguration – I have 

nothing to wear.” 

Her son says, “Mom – we have two months – we’ll find you something to wear.” 

“I know – but it’ll be January – you know I hate the cold.” 

“Mom,” he says, “I’m the next president – we’ll get you a seat in a heated VIP box right 

up at the front.” 

They go back and forth – finally she agrees to come – and the day of the inauguration 

arrives. 

She makes her way to her special seat beaming with pride. She turns to a dignitary sitting 

next to her and says, “You see that young fellow over at the podium with one hand on the 

bible? That’s my son. His brother – he’s a doctor!” 

 

Our parsha, too, features a special narrative about a Jewish mother. It’s a sparse 

and tragic story about a man born of an Israelite woman and an Egyptian man. Something 

goes terribly wrong – a fight breaks out in the camp: 

 ויקוב בן האשה הישראלית את השם ויקלל

And the son of a Jewish woman uttered the ineffable name of Hashem in blasphemy.  

 

What follows, though, seems to be something of an enigma. They bring the man 

to Moshe expecting him to pronounce judgment for this crime. But Moshe is stumped. 

They have no choice but to place the man in a משמר – in a holding cell – until Hashem 

reveals to Moshe exactly what should be done.  

 What happened here? Why didn’t Moshe know the answer? Hashem taught him 

the whole Torah at Sinai. He’s not missing any information. This isn’t the first time 

someone commits a sin in Judaism. Jews had been punished for violating the Torah 

before. Just what it is that makes the case of the blasphemer so difficult that Moshe – our 

greatest prophet – isn’t able to produce an answer?   

 

 Let me ask you an even more basic question: What went wrong here? So close on 

the heels of revelation – with God’s presence so palpably present in daily life – how 

could this Jewish soul get so lost that he could commit a capital crime by cursing God?  

 

 The truth is that Chazal wonder about this, too. There are of course many answers 

proposed. But the debate essentially boils down to a question of nature versus nurture. 

One school of thought in the medrash suggests (פרקי דר"א פמ"ח) that this man’s flaw was 

genetic. He was the son of an Egyptian father and as such was predisposed to behaviors 

unbecoming the holy Jewish nation.  

 The opposing school contends that this man’s error came as the result of 

environmental factors. The Torah goes out of its way to identify his mother as . שלומית בת
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 she would go around and gossip about anyone and – דברנית She was, as Rashi says, a דברי

everyone. She cared about everyone else’s business – to the great detriment of her son. 

 

 Was it paternal pedigree or maternal negligence that produced the blasphemer? 

  

 Perhaps, this was Moshe’s question, too. There was never a doubt as to whether 

or not a crime had been committed. There was no question as to what the punishment 

should be. The only question was: Who should be punished? Who was at fault here? The 

foreign father who somehow left this child genetically tainted? The delinquent mother 

who paid too little attention to her son? Or the violator himself? 

 

You’ll notice that this is precisely Hashem’s answer. Punish the one who 

committed the crime, Hashem says. You know why:  

 איש איש כי יקלל אלקיו ונשא חטאו

Anyone who curses God shall bear his own guilt.  

 

Moshe is paralyzed by a perplexing philosophical question: Perhaps, Moshe 

reasons, there are mitigating circumstances here. Perhaps we should take into account his 

genetic predisposition or his failed upbringing. Perhaps a supportive and nurturing 

mother could have turned this man around.  

To this Hashem says no. Of course – as the Torah itself makes clear by calling 

attention to the lineage of this offender – and as Chazal echo in their treatment of our 

parsha – it’s crucially important to notice the forces that come into play in the 

development of a human being. But at the end of the day, each person has to step up and 

take responsibility for his own decisions.  

 

Tomorrow we’ll celebrate Mother’s Day. For some people sitting in this room, it 

will indeed be a day to celebrate a beautiful, living relationship with one’s mother. For 

others whose relationships are less neat, perhaps the day is a tad more complicated than 

that. And for some of us, it’s a day tinged with sadness – because our mothers are no 

longer with us.  

 

But in the wake of Parshas Emor and on the cusp of Lag Ba’Omer, I would argue 

that – for all of us – it’s a day to consider a totally different dimension of the human 

experience. Whether we’re blessed to be with our mothers tomorrow or whether we mark 

the day with memories of the past, it’s an opportunity to absorb the Torah’s revolutionary 

position on individual responsibility. Because no matter our life circumstance, the Torah 

says, it’s up to us to do our own mothering, too: To identify that maternal voice inside of 

us and allow it to guide us in the right direction.  

Of course each one of us is the product of our parents and our societies and our 

environments and our relationships. But in no way does this mean that our actions and 

our decisions belong to anyone but us.  

  

 The first 33 days of the Omer – the period of mourning that comes to a close on 

Tuesday, commemorates the death of R’ Akiva’s talmidim. Precisely what went wrong in 

their lives remains a little bit of a mystery. As in the case of the blasphemer, we’re not 
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privy to all the details of the story. What we do know, though, is that something went 

very wrong. They failed to treat one another properly. The maternal voice – the voice that 

tells feuding siblings that they can indeed live together in harmony – was conspicuously 

absent. I mention this not to excuse their sins, but to call attention to a broken piece that 

we are in a position to repair.  

 

For as we mourn their loss in the days leading up to Lag Ba’Omer, part of our 

responsibility is – in our own small way – to make amends for their errors. It’s our duty 

to think about how we can do a better job of accessing maternal forces in our own lives to 

be sure that our interpersonal relationships are guided by an instinct to bring people 

together rather than pull them apart.   

 

 The Torah never allows a person to place the blame for his own wrongdoings on 

another person – specifically a parent. In fact, the Torah – in a real break with 

contemporary Ancient Near Eastern Law – goes out of its way to tell us that parents are 

never accountable for the sins of their children.  

In the Code of Hammurabi, (229-230) one generation can be punished for the sins 

of another.  

 

The Torah in no uncertain terms says that this is not our way: 

 לא יומתו אבות על בנים ובנים לא יומתו על אבות, איש בחטאו יומתו.

Parents shall not be put to death for children; nor children be put to death for parents. A 

person shall be put to death only for his own crime. (Deut. 24:16) 

 

We don’t have the luxury of blaming our upbringing or our parents when we sin. 

It’s our job to own up to our own life choices. By the same token, though, it would be 

preposterous to suppose that they were not deeply influential in the production of the 

people we’ve become.  

 

So allow me to suggest that tomorrow we add one small piece to the calendar’s 

day marked for mothers. For whether we are physically together with them or not, each 

of us can access a positive maternal voice from our experience. Maybe it’s literal. Maybe 

it’s in the realm of memory. Or maybe it even borders on fantasy. Where it comes from is 

almost beside the point. For a moment or two, allow it in. Allow yourself to be inspired 

by something only your mother would tell you. And in the process of mothering yourself, 

perhaps you’ll set out on the path toward life accomplishments of which a Jewish mother 

would be truly proud. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


