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A few weeks back, San Francisco quarterback Colin Kaepernick caused quite a stir when he 

refused to stand for the national anthem before a pre-season football game. He later said he was 

protesting racial injustice in America. Now his small gesture has started a ripple effect across the 

sports spectrum and beyond. Dozens of other NFL players, soccer stars and even high school 

student athletes have followed suit. And on Wednesday, his protest trickled into the Missouri 

Legislature. 

 

State Sen. Jamilah Nasheed, a St. Louis Democrat, refused to stand while her colleagues recited 

the Pledge of Allegiance in the state Capitol. She said her silent protest on the Senate floor was 

intended to show solidarity with the San Francisco 49ers quarterback. 

 

I confess that as an American, I find this behavior outrageous and disgraceful – and not just 

because I don’t like the 49ers. While there are plenty of things wrong in this country, there are 

also plenty of reasonable ways for reasonable people to respectfully voice their opinions.  

 

But what I want to share with you this morning is what I believe is part of the Torah’s view on 

people who commit minor infractions – even when those minor infractions ostensibly cause no 

discernable harm.  

 

Six times in the Torah, the Jewish people are commanded to remember. Remember Shabbat; 

remember Har Sinai, and so on. Two of these Mitzvot appear in our Parsha. The first is the 

Mitzvah to remember Miriam:  

 זכור את אשר עשה ה' אלוקך למרים בדרך בצאתכם ממצרים.

Remember what Hashem did to Miriam in the wilderness. When she spoke about Moshe, 

Hashem punished her.  

 

And at the very end of our Parsha, much more famously, is the Mitzvah to remember Amalek. 

Almost the exact same formulation: 

 זכור את אשר עשה לך עמלק בדרך בצאתכם ממצרים.

Remember what Amalek did to you in the wilderness. They ambushed you. They preyed on the 

weak and the defenseless. 

 

Amalek always grabs all the attention. And understandably so. They represent the antithesis of 

everything we stand for. 

 

• We’re God-centric and they’re godless 

• We’re a people with a homeland and they’re landless 

• We privilege compassion and kindness; they represent cruelty and wickedness 

• We hold every human life sacrosanct; they prey on the innocent and vulnerable.  
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The command to remember Amalek is the Torah’s warning to be ever-vigilant – to stand guard 

against those who conspire to perpetrate crimes against humanity. If the Torah requires that we 

think daily about such an issue, who could disagree?  

 

But what do we make of the command to remember Miriam? 

 

What was her great sin? She inadvertently besmirched the reputation of her brother by accusing 

Moshe of unnecessarily separating from his wife on account of his prophetic status.  

 

Yes, she was wrong. She was taken to task and punished. But by what right does this episode 

warrant its own Mitzvah?  

 

Perhaps you’ll tell me it’s a bulwark to protect ordinary people from falling into the trap of 

despair when they violate the Torah. Remember Miriam! Even great people make mistakes.  

But there’s no mitzvah to remember Moshe hitting the rock or Aharon supporting the 

construction of the golden calf? 

 

In fact, all of the other Mitzvot to remember revolve around national occurrences: The Exodus, 

Sinai, Amalek… Why of all people are we to think of Miriam and her misstep? 

 

Based on a comment of the Ramban, what I’d like to suggest is that Miriam and Amalek – the 

subjects of the two commands to remember in our Parsha – represent a study in contrasts. 

Amalek stands for genocide. When we think of Amalek, we conjure up images of Haman or 

Hitler – people responsible for perpetrating the most heinous and most egregious crimes in the 

history of humankind. Only a fellow Amalekite could look on those crimes and reach a different 

conclusion. To any reasonable person, the evil is unmistakable.  

 

What I want to argue is that Miriam represents the least heinous sin in the Torah.  

 

• She committed no physical act; she sinned only with words; 

• She communicated privately with Aharon – entirely out of public view;  

• And she was motivated by the purest intentions – the hope of bringing husband and wife 

back together. 

 

And so the Torah demands both: Remain perpetually conscious of the greatest sins in the world, 

but not at the expense of the smallest ones.  

 

Colin Kaepernick hasn’t perpetrated a grave offense. He hasn’t broken any law. With what he 

considers good intentions, he’s exercised his rights by making a very small gesture. 

 

But small gestures should never be lost on us.  

 

A few months ago a reader wrote to the public editor of the NY Times. He asked the editor why 

the paper hadn’t devoted any coverage to a roadside bomb in Kabul that had killed a dozen 

people. Surely had such a thing happened closer to home it would be front-page news. And the 

editor responded by saying that part of what makes something newsworthy is its quality of being 
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out of the ordinary – unusual. And roadside bombs that kill civilians in Afghanistan are not 

unusual.  

 

When something goes on long enough – when it becomes un-noteworthy – we unwittingly 

establish a new normal. And we risk suffering the fate of a death by a thousand cuts. So the 

Torah insists that we remember. Not in the sense of recalling past events. But in the sense of 

what we mean when we say “Remember to stop at the dry cleaners on the way home.” Keep it at 

the forefront your consciousness.  

 

As David Brooks put it so well: “The answer to what’s wrong in America is America — the 

aspirations passed down generation after generation and sung in unison week by week.”  

 

Our national anthem is an ode not only to freedom – but to our sense of solidarity – the sense that 

we belong to a nation that’s larger than any one person or group. And when that notion comes 

under assault – even in a small way – we have to stand up and take notice.  

 

Of course we have to order our priorities. And a thoughtless, second-rate football player with an 

over-developed sense of a self and an under-developed sense of patriotism should never rise to 

the top of our agenda. But neither can we become inured to affronts to our values. When it comes 

to matters of principle, sometimes we have to sweat the small stuff, too.  

 

In these weeks before Rosh Hashana we blow the Shofar every day. And part of the reason is to 

stir some of our more passionate feelings that are so often buried under the weight of the 

everyday. To remember Miriam is to remember to be moved even by issues that may seem small. 

In these final days of 5776, let’s allow ourselves the emotional space to get fired up. 

 

Feeling too deeply should be our greatest crime.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


