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Introduction 

There are a number of questions that I’ve been thinking about over the course of this teshuvah 

season. I’d like to share them with you and use them as a jumping off point for our discussion 

this morning.  

 

The first source is taken from one of the most important books of the 20
th

 century, The Stranger, 

by Nobel laureate, Albert Camus.  

 

1. The Stranger, Albert Camus, (Matthew Ward trans.) pg. 3 

 

 
 

 

The narrator, Mersault, goes on to make the trip to Marengo. He buries his mother and returns 

home the next day. In subtle ways, though, the author portrays his mourning as shallow if not 

deficient.  
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2. The Stranger, Albert Camus, (Matthew Ward trans.) pg. 24 

 

 
 

Questions 

I. Camus 

This is how we’re introduced to the protagonist of the story. Shortly after the episode of his 

mother’s death, Mersault goes on to commit an act of premeditated murder and stands trial for 

his crime.  

 

My question is this: Over and again, the prosecutor in his court case, and Camus, keep returning 

to the problem of Mersault’s failure to adequately mourn the loss of his mother. As we come to 

learn, he’s not accused of being neglectful. He comes to bury his mother as soon as he’s heard 

the news. He stays up all night keeping vigil in accordance with local custom. It’s just that when 

the funeral is over, he returns home and goes about his routine. He’s just not that mournful. The 

question is: Why is this so significant?  

 

II. Why are we mourning on YK? 

My second question is not unrelated to the first.  

  יומא עד. .3

  משנה. יום הכפורים אסור באכילה, ובשתיה, וברחיצה, ובסיכה, ובנעילת הסנדל, ובתשמיש המטה 

 

Putting aside fasting, can you think of another time when this series of prohibitions is in effect? 

These are all practices associated with mourning. This is my second question: Why is the Torah 

telling us to act as though we are in mourning?  

 

And if you remember another well-known source, the question becomes even more pronounced: 

 

  תלמוד בבלי מסכת תענית דף ל עמוד ב  .4

 - אמר רבן שמעון בן גמליאל: לא היו ימים טובים לישראל כחמשה עשר באב וכיום הכפורים. בשלמא יום הכפורים 
  משום דאית ביה סליחה ומחילה, יום שניתנו בו לוחות האחרונות. 
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Yom Kippur is not Tisha B’Av. We’re not grieving over a national tragedy. It is actually a day of 

great hope and anticipation – so much so that it is considered one of the most joyous days of the 

year. Yes – there is a sobriety to the day. But why are we mourning and for whom? 

 

III. Adam: return to original sin. What is the sin/punishment? 

 

Return with me now to the moment of the first sin – or more precisely – to the moments 

immediately following the commission of that first sin. Adam and Chava have eaten of the 

forbidden fruit. Their sin has been discovered and Go d metes out punishment to the serpent, to 

Chava and finally to Adam. Listen to God’s words: 

 

Genesis 3:17 

To Adam he said: “Because you listened to the voice of 

your wife and of the tree about which I commanded, ‘You 

shall not eat of it,” cursed be the ground before you; by 

toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life. 

  בראשית פרק ג:יז .5

ולאדם אמר כי שמעת לקול אשתך ותאכל מן 
העץ אשר צויתיך לאמר לא תאכל ממנו 

ארורה האדמה בעבורך בעצבון תאכלנה כל 
 ימי חייך:

  

My question is this: Why is not sufficient for Hashem to simply blame Adam for the sin itself – 

for eating of the עץ הדעת? Why does he call attention to the fact that Adam was wrong for 

listening to Chava? What do the words כי שמעת לקול אשתך add to the story? 

 

These then are our three questions: 

• In the grand scheme of our book, why does Mersault’s failure to adequately mourn his 

mother’s death loom so large in the narrative? 

• If Yom Kippur is fundamentally a joyous day, why do we act as though we’re mourning? 

• Why does God harp on the fact that Adam listened to Chava? 

 

Development 

To answer these questions, I want to do a little learning with you.   

I want to study a number of halachos in the Rambam – the first of which speaks directly to the 

character of Mersault in the first text we saw together.  

After the Rambam describes how a person should properly mourn, he writes the following: 

 

Rambam Avel 13:12 

Anyone who fails to mourn as the 

sages have proscribed is a cruel 

person. Rather, he should be fearful, 

worry, scrutinize his actions and 

repent.  

 

  רמב"ם הלכות אבל פרק יג הלכה יב  .6

כל מי שאינו מתאבל כמו שצוו חכמים הרי זה אכזרי, אלא יפחד וידאג 
, ואחד מבני חבורה שמת תדאג כל ויפשפש במעשיו ויחזור בתשובה

החבורה כולה, כל שלשה ימים הראשונים, יראה את עצמו כאילו חרב 
מונחת לו על צוארו, ומשלשה ועד שבעה [כאילו היא] מונחת בקרן 
זוית, מכאן ואילך [כאילו] עוברת כנגדו בשוק, כל זה להכין עצמו 

חלו מכלל , והרי הוא אומר הכיתה אותם ולא ויעור משנתוויחזור 
  שצריך להקיץ ולחול. 

 

Now, this is a loaded line, and right away I have already tipped my hand because you notice that 

there’s a connection between אבילות and תשובה – between mourning and repentance. We’ll come 

back to this. But I want to focus on a different peculiarity. And that’s the Rambam’s use of the 

word אכזרי. Not to mourn, the Rambam says, is cruel.  
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We know the Rambam is always very exacting and if he chooses a particular word it’s for a 

reason. But I find this word difficult. 

 

A rabbi and a priest get into a car accident and it's a bad one. Both cars are totally demolished 

but amazingly neither of the clerics is hurt. After they crawl out of their cars, the rabbi sees the 

priest's collar and says, "So you're a priest. I'm a rabbi. Just look at our cars. There's nothing left, 

but we are unhurt. This must be a sign from God. God must have meant that we should meet and 

be friends and live together in peace the rest of our days." The priest replies, "I agree with you 

completely." "This must be a sign from God." The rabbi continues, “And look at this. Here's 

another miracle. My car is completely demolished but this bottle of Manischewitz wine didn't 

break. Surely God wants us to drink this wine and celebrate our good fortune." Then he hands 

the bottle to the priest. The priest agrees, takes a few big swigs, and hands the bottle back to the 

rabbi. The rabbi takes the bottle, immediately puts the cap on, and hands it back to the priest. The 

priest asks, "Aren't you having any?" The rabbi replies, "No... I think I'll wait for the police." 

 

• Abusing another person – that’s cruel. 

• Withholding information that could save a life – that’s cruel. 

• Deceiving a man of the cloth – that cruel. 

 

But how can the Rambam apply such a harsh word to such a subjective situation. Maybe a 

person is not ready to mourn? Maybe they need more time? But any way you slice it, failing to 

mourn doesn’t hurt anyone. How does this rise to the level of cruelty? 

 

So let me add a second Rambam to the mix:  In ancient times, when Israel would experience a 

draught, the leaders of the people would declare a series of fast days. The people would gather 

together, they would fast, they would daven, they would sound the trumpets and they would 

beseech God for rain.  

 

Rambam Taanit 1:3 

If they do not call out and they do not sound 

[the trumpets] and instead say, “This 

happened to us because this is the way the 

world works and this misfortune is but 

happenstance,” that is cruel.  

 

 רמב"ם הלכות תעניות פרק א הלכה ג  .7

אבל אם לא יזעקו ולא יריעו אלא יאמרו דבר זה ממנהג 
העולם אירע לנו וצרה זו נקרה נקרית, הרי זו דרך אכזריות 
וגורמת להם להדבק במעשיהם הרעים, ותוסיף הצרה צרות 

והלכתם עמי בקרי והלכתי אחרות, הוא שכתוב בתורה 
עמכם בחמת קרי, כלומר כשאביא עליכם צרה כדי שתשובו 

 אם תאמרו שהוא קרי אוסיף לכם חמת אותו קרי.

 

Once again, the language of the Rambam is very striking. If people don’t respond in precisely the 

way the sages have outlined – if they don’t fast and they don’t daven at this difficult time, they 

are said to be following in the paths of cruelty. I could think of a lot of terms that would describe 

such people: They are negligent, they fail to recognize their communal responsibility, maybe 

they even lack proper emunah. But why does this passive unconcern constitute cruelty?    

 

There’s one other instance in which the Rambam makes a similar statement: 
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We all know that when a person sincerely requests forgiveness for a wrong that he’s committed, 

the victim should freely dispense that forgiveness. מחילה is not our topic this morning, but I want 

to share with you three הלכות in the Rambam – from three totally different contexts. See if you 

notice a pattern.  

 

  רמב"ם הלכות דעות פרק ו הלכה ו  .8

כשיחטא איש לאיש לא ישטמנו וישתוק כמו שנאמר ברשעים ולא דבר אבשלום את אמנון מאומה למרע ועד טוב כי 
שנא אבשלום את אמנון, אלא מצוה עליו להודיעו ולומר לו למה עשית לי כך וכך ולמה חטאת לי בדבר פלוני, שנאמר 

שנאמר ויתפלל אברהם אל , ולא יהא המוחל אכזרי הוכח תוכיח את עמיתך, ואם חזר ובקש ממנו למחול לו צריך למחול
 האלהים. 

  

  רמב"ם הלכות חובל ומזיק פרק ה הלכה י  .9

אלא כיון שבקש ממנו החובל ונתחנן לו פעם ראשונה  ואין זו דרך זרע ישראלואסור לנחבל להיות אכזרי ולא ימחול לו 
  מחול הרי הוא משובח ג ורוח חכמים נוחה הימנו. ושניה וידע שהוא שב מחטאו וניחם על רעתו ימחול לו, וכל הממהר ל

 

 

  רמב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק ב הלכה י  .10

אסור לאדם להיות אכזרי ולא יתפייס אלא יהא נוח לרצות וקשה לכעוס ובשעה שמבקש ממנו החוטא למחול מוחל בלב 
ולבם הנכון אבל וזהו דרכם של זרע ישראל , ואפילו הצר לו וחטא לו הרבה לא יקום ולא יטור שלם ובנפש חפיצה

העובדי כוכבים ערלי לב אינן כן אלא ועברתן שמרה נצח, וכן הוא אומר על הגבעונים לפי שלא מחלו ולא נתפייסו 
  והגבעונים לא מבני ישראל המה. 

 

Anyone notice a pattern?  

I want to highlight two points: 

First, it’s clear that failure to forgive is considered cruel. So we have to add that to our list in the 

world of the Rambam. Failure to mourn, failure to fast and daven at a time of need and failure to 

forgive are all considered אכזרי. 

But second – and this is a little more subtle except for the fact that I’ve underlined the part I want 

you notice: Whenever the Rambam brings this up – whenever the Rambam mentions the 

responsibility to forgive – he hammers home the point that this is the Jewish way. It’s what 

Avraham does; not to forgive is un-Jewish; and then finally in הלכות תשובה – being forgiving is 

the way of the Jewish people.  

 

The basis for this is a Mishna we once looked at together in the context of forgiveness: 

 

  תלמוד בבלי מסכת בבא קמא דף צב עמוד א  .11

מתני'. אע"פ שהוא נותן לו, אין נמחל לו עד שיבקש ממנו, שנאמר: בראשית כ' ועתה השב אשת וגו'. ומנין שאם לא 
  מחל לו שהוא אכזרי? שנאמר: בראשית כ' ויתפלל אברהם אל האלהים וירפא אלהים את אבימלך וגו'. 

 

God told Avimelech that he needed to set things right. He was obligated to return Sarah to 

Avraham. But what’s the prooftext that one needs to grant forgiveness when it’s requested? 
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. בית הבחירה ב"ק צב.12  

 

 
 

It’s Avraham: He didn’t just grant forgiveness, he was so invested in Avimelech’s well-being 

that he actually prayed on his behalf. He understood the suffering of the other and did everything 

in his power to alleviate it. In other words, not to act on behalf of a person in need is considered 

cruelty.  

 

What emerges is a new understanding of this word אכזרי. We’ve been mistranslating it. In other 

contexts, the word does mean cruel – so you can’t blame us for getting it wrong. 

 

But in point of fact, אכזרי really means indifference.  

 

To put it differently, אכזריות is the failure to be moved despite the fact that the circumstances cry 

out for exactly such a reaction.   

 

The Rambam is perpetually reminding us that our obligation always transcends simple 

forgiveness. To be Jewish means to care about the well-being of the other person, too – as hard 

as that may be.  

 

That’s the message of Avraham. He didn’t just forgive Avimelech.  He cared so much about the 

man who had wronged him that even prayed for his well-being. That’s what Judaism is all about. 

The goal is not just to be יוצא, but to actually notice the plight of the other and seek to help them.  

 

If you go back and plug it in, you’ll see that this is what he means every time.  

• Let me start with the Rambam in תענית: Failing to daven and fast when the 

community is in trouble – that’s indifference. How could you be silent when the 

welfare of others is hanging in the balance? To not see them – to not recognize them 

and their potential plight – is again profoundly un-Jewish.  

• And it’s actually the same thing in  אבלהלכות . Failing to mourn doesn’t represent 

cruelty per se. But it does represent indifference. For the Rambam, a theological 

reality sets in that creates a new pragmatic demand. Someone close to you passed 

away. Don’t pretend as Mersault does, that the world isn’t different. Don’t pretend 

that it can be business as usual. When we suffer a loss – the Rambam is telling us that 

it’s a wake-up call. He actually uses precisely this formulation: ויעור משנתו – we need 

to awake from our slumber. Death needs to move us – to search, to be introspective, 

to repent, etc. Failing to be moved bespeaks indifference – which is the greatest 

cruelty of all. 
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• And failing to forgive one who honestly seeks reconciliation – constitutes simple 

indifference. To ignore their calls for rapprochement is to render them invisible – as if 

they are not seen, not heard, and not valued.  

 

That’s actually the hidden etymology of the word itself: 

 

 

Job 19:12 

He alienated my kin from me; those who 

know me have estranged me 

  יג-איוב פרק יט:יב .13

  יבאו גדודיו ויסלו עלי דרכם ויחנו סביב לאהלי:יחד 

  זרו ממני:-אחי מעלי הרחיק וידעי אך

 

Rashi to Job 19:12 

Estranged – from the language of cruelty. 

  רש"י איוב פרק יט  .14

  ל' אכזר: -(יג) אך זרו 

 

To be an אכזר is to make yourself distant – estranged from the needs of the other: Callous, 

apathetic, indifferent.  

 

You know the difference between ignorance and apathy? I don’t know and I don’t care.  

 

 
 

What I find so powerful is what the Rambam calls cruelty is something passive. This is precisely 

the lesson: the gap between passive indifference and active cruelty is so minute that the Rambam 

conflates them. יותאכזר  is not just descriptive, it’s predictive. For as soon as one comes into the 

orbit of being inured to evil or becomes apathetic, he is as guilty as those who actively perpetrate 

that evil, for it is all but certain that his apathy will soon become something much worse.  

 

We don’t have to look far back in our history to find examples of atrocities committed by those 

who chose indifference over compassion. And to the brave few who would not sit idly by: we 

pay them our highest honor by assigning them a place among the צדיקי אומות העולם – those we 

consider righteous gentiles.  

 

Other examples in Tanach.  

 

Exodus 22:1 

If the thief is caught while tunneling and 

beaten to death, he has not blood(guilt). 

  . שמות פרק כב 15

 (א) אם במחתרת ימצא הגנב והכה ומת אין לו דמים:
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The Torah is telling us in a coded way that the burglar has no blood. By tunneling under your 

house, he’s taken his life into his own hands. He knows there’s a risk that he may be killed in the 

act and in fact if the homeowner kills the intruder, the killer is guiltless. אין לו דמים means he’s a 

dead man. He’s technically alive – but his end is considered so certain that he’s described as 

being dead already.  

 

Perhaps you’ve seen a murder mystery drama on TV called The Mentalist. At the beginning of a 

recent episode, a scientist working in a laboratory discovers that she’s been exposed to a deadly 

poison and that she will die in a matter of hours. She picks up the phone, calls the police and 

says: “Please come immediately. I’ve been murdered.” 

Surely, an act cannot be considered murder unless someone has been killed. But again – her 

death is so immanent and so certain – that the language she chooses borrows from that certain 

future.  

 

For the Rambam, indifference is so sure to lead to cruelty that one who is simply indifferent can 

already be referred to as cruel.  

 

Answers: 

We’re now in a position to return to our original questions: 

Camus’ The Stranger is so fittingly titled for our theme this morning. Because for Camus, too, 

it’s indifference that transforms Mersault into the outsider – estranged from the common care of 

the common man. For Mersault’s greatest crime is his failure to be moved. In Camus’ world, the 

banal borders on the absurd, but this in no way diminishes from his extraordinary capacity to 

illustrate the hazards of apathy. That Mersault could be so utterly unmoved my his mother’s 

death – that he could carry on as though the world were unchanged – bespeaks a dark inner 

indifference. As the Rambam would put it, the failure to mourn properly isn’t just wrong – it’s 

cruel. For Camus, when the unmoved inner spirit produces a sin of omission, it is thoroughly 

unsurprising to discover that same inner coldness producing a ruthless sin of commission.  

 

It’s for this reason, too, that we act as though we are in mourning on Yom Kippur. Left to his 

own devices, the mourner may not have the wherewithal to grieve properly. How many people 

sitting shivah for the first time have commented on the profound psychological wisdom of the 

sages? The practices and customs we observe are prescriptive.  The hope is that they will gently 

guide the mourner down a path that will allow him, not only to consciously grieve, but to come 

to terms with what he’s lost. Or to put it differently: the practices of mourning – particularly 

those that speak to self-neglect (not bathing, not anointing ourselves, and so on) urge the 

mourner to recognize that he must be moved by this loss – that business cannot go as usual. 

When he looks in the mirror, he should be reminded that what matters is not his material or 

external appearance, but his deep internal life. As the world changes irrevocably with the passing 

of someone dear to him, he must seize the opportunity to be introspective – to reflect on what the 

next phase of his life will look like; and if he is imperfect, to repent for the wrongs of yesterday 

and chart a new path for tomorrow. 

 

If part of our goal on Yom Kippur is to arrive at a place where we can gain clarity about our past 

and future, we know of no more powerful tool than אבילות. Perhaps we’re meant to be mourning 
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pieces of our past selves that we’re leaving behind. Perhaps we’re mourning opportunities of this 

past year that we let get away. On this particular question, we’re left to speculate. But the 

message itself is unambiguous. Mourning can always serve as a path to teshuvah. It brooks no 

indifference and countenances no apathy. Mourning moves us and moved we must be if Yom 

Kippur will be a day of our redemption.  

 

 

Why does it not suffice for God to criticize Adam for eating from the forbidden fruit? Why does 

he emphasize that Adam was wrong to listen to Chava? We know she was in the wrong. God 

tells her this directly in no uncertain terms and she’s punished for her mistake. Why does God 

begin by saying: 

 כי שמעת לקול אשתך

Because you listened to the voice of your wife. 

 

Obviously the Torah is telling us that there’s a fundamental problem with listening to your wife. 

No – I’m only kidding.  

 

 אור החיים בראשית ג:יז .16

 
 

The Or Hachayim says something stunning. At the time Adam ate of the forbidden fruit, he 

didn’t actually know it was forbidden. He ate it out of carelessness. Chava handed it to him and 

he never stopped to consider whether what he was about to eat was in fact permitted to him. 

There’s only one prohibition in the entire world and yet Adam couldn’t be bothered to pause and 

take notice.  

 

The Or Hachayaim is telling us that from the very beginning – from the very first sin in the 

history of humankind, the problem was fundamentally comes down to our theme this morning. 

Listen to the beautiful words of Rabbi Lamm.  

 

17. Rabbi Norma Lamm, The Jewish Center 

That is why God told him: ki shamata le’kol ishtekha, I punish you because you listened to the 

voice of your wife - because this was an index of your inner indifference, because if you really 
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cared you would not have eaten of anything that was given to you, but you would have made it 

your business to know, understand, and beware. 

 

Proverbs 12:10 

A righteous man knows his beast, but the 

compassion of the wicked is cruelty.  

  :י משלי פרק יב .18

  יודע צדיק נפש בהמתו ורחמי רשעים אכזרי:

 

 

  

 :ירש"י משלי פרק יב .19

  בהמתו ובני ביתו צריכים:מה  - יודע צדיק נפש בהמתו 

  

To know is to care.  

Not knowing is not caring. And this was precisely what Hashem was telling Adam.  

 

Things in Russia still aren’t great these days. It actually takes an average of ten years to buy a car 

and you have to go through a major bureaucratic ordeal to make it happen. One particular man 

finally saves up enough money and goes through the entire process. And the dealer says to him: 

“Okay. Your car will be ready on September 29, 2021.” 

“Will that be morning or afternoon?" the man says. 

“It’s ten years from now. What difference does it make?" says the dealer. 

"Well – I’ve got the plumber coming in the morning."  

 

If you really care, the little things do matter – and they do make a difference.  

 

The Jewish heart has to be stirred by the needs of the other. In fact, the Rambam based on the 

gemara even says that if one exhibits cruelty in the extreme, it produces grounds on which a 

person’s very Jewish identity may be called into question.  

 

 כה יז רמב"ם הלכות איסורי ביאה פרק יט הל .20

כל משפחות בחזקת כשרות ומותר לישא מהן לכתחלה, ואע"פ כן אם ראית שתי משפחות שמתגרות זו בזו תמיד או 
ראית משפחה שהיא בעלת מצה ומריבה תמיד, או ראית איש שהוא מרבה מריבה עם הכל ועז פנים ביותר חוששין להן 

ים תמיד, כגון שנותן שמץ במשפחות או ביחידים ואומר וראוי להתרחק מהן שאלו סימני פסלות הם, וכן הפוסל את אחר
עליהן שהן ממזרים חוששין לו שמא ממזר הוא, ואם אמר להן שהם עבדים חוששין לו שמא עבד הוא שכל הפוסל 

את הבריות ואינו גומל להם חסד חוששין לו ביותר שמא או אכזריות ושונא וכן כל מי שיש בו עזות פנים במומו פוסל, 
, שסימני ישראל האומה הקדושה ביישנין רחמנים וגומלי חסדים, ובגבעונים הוא אומר והגבעונים לא מבני הואגבעוני 

ישראל המה לפי שהעיזו פניהם ולא נתפייסו ולא רחמו על בני שאול ולא גמלו לישראל חסד למחול לבני מלכם והם 
  עשו עמהם חסד והחיום בתחלה. 

 

The applications of this message are sweeping. We’re perpetually being bombarded by a plethora 

of pleas to care about a particular cause or organization. We’re constantly faced with the hard 

choice of deciding what deserves our attention and what we can allow to pass us by. It’s true 

politically, communally and socially.  

 

Within the context of Shabbos Shuvah, though, I want to share with you the following 

perspective. If teshuvah and repentance are all about return, then I would argue we need to return 

to a basic premise which we too often fly past. When it comes to our interpersonal relationships, 
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our most core responsibility as Jews is to be empathic: to see the other, to hear them, to 

appreciate their condition and, when possible, to make known as much to them.   

 

As it happens, I’ve borne witness over these past few months to a simply inordinate amount of 

family discord: Siblings who aren’t speaking to one another; children unable or unwilling to 

embrace their parents; and parents who are alienated from their children. On a whim, I asked a 

number of groups I was teaching the following question. I said, “By a show of hands, how many 

of you are on speaking terms with your siblings?” You know the answer? In each group: Half. It 

wasn’t a scientific study, but I don’t think you need one. Because I would wager that every 

person sitting in this room can envision in their own mind a relationship in need of help.  

 

One of our challenges is that when there is no active crisis in a relationship, we fall into the trap 

of becoming apathetic. To care and to be empathetic just seems like it would take too much 

work. And then we say to ourselves: What’s the payoff – can we ever be certain that our efforts 

will be reciprocated or that the other person will ever come around?  

 

My message to you this morning is this: You may be right. There’s no way to know how 

someone else will respond to a gesture of kindness. But this isn’t about them; it’s about us. 

Because we hold ourselves to the highest standard – the standard that gives us the right to count 

ourselves among the heirs to Avraham’s legacy of compassion. 

 

Rabbi Shlomo Riskin once received a visit from a young woman seeking his counsel. She 

explained to him that her first husband was an IDF soldier who had tragically been killed in 

combat. She was left with a three month old daughter. Almost two years had passed and she had 

recently remarried. Her question was this: Tomorrow, she said, there’s going to be an azkarah – a 

memorial service – for my first husband. Would it be inappropriate for me to attend? 

 

The issue was obviously very sensitive and very complex. But Rabbi Riskin explained to her that 

her new relationship didn’t mean that her first marriage never happened. He suggested that it 

would be appropriate to attend the service. 

 

An hour later, the woman’s new husband rang the rabbi’s door bell. Rabbi Riskin’s heart sank. 

Maybe he had answered too quickly. Maybe his decision had upset this young man. It soon 

became clear, though, that he actually had no knowledge at all of his wife’s visit. He went on to 

explain that the azkara for his wife’s first husband would be taking place tomorrow. “I never 

knew my wife’s former husband. But he loved and nurtured a woman that I now love; he gave 

his life for my country, and I have the privilege of raising his daughter. Rabbi, do you think it 

would be proper for me to honor him by attending the memorial service?” 

 

To live by Avraham’s ethic is to seize upon opportunities to see the world through the lens of the 

people you love, the people you once loved, and the people you may yet love again. What 

profound sensitivity – to care first about the emotional needs of someone other than ourselves.  

 

In no way do I mean to minimize the challenge of navigating these complexities. There’s no 

ready formula; no simple solution. Whatever the answer is, it’s sure to be a process and it’s sure 
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to be a lot of work. All I want to suggest this morning is the possibility that we can envision 

another way:  

 

We know the paths before us: 

• We can do nothing: We can allow past words and past actions to fester and bring us 

down. 

• We can give up on the relationship and consign it to the inactive file.  

• Or we can choose a third way. We can stop for a moment and ponder. We can create an 

image in our own mind’s eye of what someone else might be thinking or feeling. And 

then – we can act accordingly – with the care and compassion that have been the 

hallmarks of our people for time immemorial.  

 

Don’t despair of the prospect that a conversation may yet be possible. Don’t despair of our 

extraordinary capacity to care.  

 

If indifference paves a short and certain path toward cruelty, then empathy paves an equally short 

and certain path toward kindness.      

 

I wish each of and every one of you a shana tovah u’metukah. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


