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The news out of France these past few days has not been good. In the aftermath of Wednesday’s 

savage attack on the writers and editors of a Paris newspaper, we were all glued to the news on 

Friday morning as Islamic terrorists were involved in two hostage situations. The second scene 

struck even closer to home as the news reported that the store gunman had overtaken was a 

kosher deli. We started to see emails with the Hebrew names of the hostages, among them 

women and children. And finally the denouement – with a tangle of relief and sadness and grief 

over the loss of more life.   

 

If these events leave us anything but horrified, it’s only because the sheer frequency of terrorism 

has risen to such a level that we’ve begun to fall into the trap of feeling inured to it. I wish I 

could stand up here and say that I believe that these kinds of episodes are outliers; but I’m afraid 

that might be naïve.   

 

But rather than lament a political reality over which we have so little control, this morning I’d 

like to share with you three very simple observations – three reactions that aspire to see these 

events through the lens of our parsha and the lens of Chazal. 

 

As a frame, I hope you’ll permit me to use the three episodes that shape Moshe Rabbeinu’s first 

foray into communal activism, his first foray into Jewish leadership. We all know the first scene.  

 

ַוּיִֶפן ּכֹה  יב.  ִעְבִרי ֵמֶאָחיו-ֶאָחיו, ַוּיְַרא, ְּבִסְב�ָתם; ַוּיְַרא ִאיׁש ִמְצִרי, ַמֶּכה ִאיׁש- ֶאלַויְִהי ַּבּיִָמים ָהֵהם, ַוּיִגְַּדל מֶֹׁשה ַוּיֵֵצא  א
 . ַהִּמְצִרי, ַוּיְִטְמנֵהּו, ַּבחֹול-ָוכֹה, ַוּיְַרא ִּכי ֵאין ִאיׁש; ַוּיַ", ֶאת

 

I think we usually assume that Moshe buried the Egyptian as part of a cover-up. Yes, he may 

have been justified in killing the aggressor. And he was defending the defenseless, but he also 

surely knew that the killing of an Egyptian taskmaster would be looked on as a crime – so he hid 

the body. 

 

But what if I told you there’s another way to read the text? What if I told you that Moshe 

understood intuitively what the Torah ultimately makes very clear – namely, that every human 

being deserves dignity in death, just as he or she deserved in life.  

 

Everyone knows it’s a mitzvah to bury the deceased. But do you remember the source? Listen to 

what the Torah writes in Sefer Devarim: 

 

ִּתְקְּבֶרּנּו ַּבּיֹום ָקבֹור - ָהֵעץ, ִּכי-ָתִלין נְִבָלתֹו ַעל-�א כג.  ֵעץ-ְוָתִליָת אֹתֹו, ַעל  ְוהּוָמת:-- ָמֶות-יְִהיֶה ְבִאיׁש, ֵחְטא ִמְׁשַּפט- ְוִכי כב
 ;ִקְלַלת ֱא�ִהים, ָּתלּוי-ִּכי-- ַההּוא

 

The source for Jewish burial is the criminal who was put to death. The man committed a capital 

offense! But the fact that he acted badly doesn’t diminish the extent to which we treat him as a 
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 as a human being created in the image of the divine. So we give him a proper burial – צלם אלוקים

– and we rush to do it.  

 

 Maybe Moshe buried that Egyptian simply because he recognized that a human :ויטמנהו בחול

being – whoever he is or was – has to be treated with dignity – even in death.  

 

The premeditated murder of innocent civilians and the hateful campaign to instill fear in the 

hearts of everyday people is also a vicious assault on the very notion of צלם אלוקים – on the very 

idea that human beings are endowed with souls. The first principle that life is precious is under 

attack.  

 

Moshe Rabbeinu pursued justice; he also pursed human dignity. If terrorists are bent on 

threatening our humanity, we need to respond by re-affirming the humanity of those around us. 

You can start before you even leave the building.  

• You can thank our CSS volunteers and NYPD police officers who stand for hours in the 

frigid cold to keep us safe. 

• You can welcome someone you haven’t seen before and make them feel at home. 

• You can open up your home and invite guests for a Shabbos meal. 

 

The smallest gestures of human dignity reify the notion that people matter – reify the notion that 

every soul is precious, endowed with a spark of the divine. 

 

 

The second point I want to make has to do with freedom of expression. As David Brooks put it 

so well yesterday, we need to cultivate a healthy openness to hearing voices that challenge or 

make us uncomfortable. As he wrote, “Wise and considerate scholars are heard with high 

respect. Satirists are heard with bemused semi-respect. Racists and anti-Semites are heard 

through a filter of opprobrium and disrespect.” What an atrocity to punish satire with murder.  

 

ַוּיֹאֶמר ִמי ָׂשְמ0 ְלִאיׁש ַׂשר ְוׁשֵֹפט,  יד.  ֲאנִָׁשים ִעְבִרים נִִּצים; ַוּיֹאֶמר, ָלָרָׁשע, ָלָּמה ַתֶּכה, ֵרֶע0-ַוּיֵֵצא ַּבּיֹום ַהֵּׁשנִי, ְוִהּנֵה ְׁשנֵי יג
 ;ַהִּמְצִרי-ָהַרגְָּת ֶאתַהְלָהְרגֵנִי ַאָּתה אֵֹמר, ַּכֲאֶׁשר --ָעֵלינּו

 

On Moshe’s second day amongst his people, he tries again to intervene. This time much less 

successfully. His instinct is strong; but his execution is weak. He’s too critical; he’s too quick to 

judge; he’s too reactionary. And so his reproach falls on deaf ears. It backfires. And instead of 

positioning himself such that he can help his brethren again, he’s forced to flee.  

 

When Moshe tries to play the social critic, he’s too strident, so no one listens. But we have to ask 

ourselves how often we listen. How often do we really consider viewpoints that chafe against our 

convictions? As the sociologist Charles Murray provocatively asks, how many really close 

friends do we have that don’t share our political or ideological orientations? We can cling 

ferociously to our long-held beliefs and disagree with one another until we’re blue in the face; 

but we would do well, too, to develop the capacity to really listen and really hear the voices of 

our critics and opponents. When terrorists raise the banner of suppression; we raise the banner of 

civility.   
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Finally, my third point is about the special place of Jews in this story. There are 66 million 

people in France. Less than 1% of them are Jewish. How did these terrorists end up in a Kosher 

deli? I don’t know if we’ll ever know the actual answer to this question. But it almost doesn’t 

matter. Because it’s a story we know all too-well. As historians have spent ample time 

documenting: In 1096, did every Crusader set off for Jerusalem with the intention of massacring 

Jews? Of course not. How many Jews were even living in Palestine in 1096? But when the 

opportunity arose along the way to participate in a massacre, how could any good Crusader pass 

it by? So is it any surprise that a terrorist in Paris in 2015 looking for hostages would be holed up 

in a kosher grocery?  

 

Even when we have no business being part of the story, we Jews are part of the story. But the 

fact that we’re perennial victims can never give us license to bury our heads in the sand. 

 

In the third and final episode of Moshe’s youthful heroism, he saves the Midianite shepherdesses 

from those who threatened to harass them. And knowing what we know of Moshe from the 

preceding pesukim, we’ve come to expect this kind of gallantry. But it’s worth noticing that 

Moshe was himself a refugee. He fled to Midian seeking asylum. He was the outsider – the 

fugitive on the run. He should have been keeping a low profile so as not to attract attention. Why 

would he want to meddle in local Midianite affairs? 

 

Simply put, whether he was wearing a target on his back or not, Moshe was committed to doing 

the right thing.  

 

New York is not Paris. And 2015 is not 1096.  But we have to remember that anti-Semitism is 

part of our historical fabric and it’s all but inescapable. But that should never stop us from 

leading lives of moral and Jewish distinction. 

 

We have to do everything within our power to support the forces of good in their fight against 

those who conspire to bring evil into this world. We have to be responsible and vigilant in taking 

precautions to protect our families and our community. And then we have to act: with moral 

fortitude and with the abiding conviction that the performance of God’s mitzvot will add sanctity 

and sanity to a world still unwilling to confront its demons.  

 

On Friday afternoon, I saw a number of reports that Jews in France were advised not to attend 

services this Shabbat. The Grand Synagogue in Paris was closed for the first time since the 

Holocaust. For those of us blessed to live in this peaceful nation – for those of us blessed to be 

able to congregate and daven together, let us daven for our brethren who are not as fortunate.  

 

May Hashem comfort the families of the victims. May He bring healing and relief to the 

wounded. May He keep and protect those who live under the shadow of fear. And may He gather 

our exiles and return them to our Holy Land, speedily in our days. And let us say Amen.  


