
Responsibility, Large and Small 
 

Over the past couple of weeks, this country and the entire world have been gripped with 
questions of leadership. Both parties have presented broad visions and grandiose plans to move 
forward and to manage the major issues facing society today: war, the economy, and social 
policy, to name a few. Candidates have focused a great deal on large ideas, great political 
movements, and idealistic pictures of how our lives should be run, on the broadest of scales. 

This week’s parsha is also about leadership, a theme which occurs in numerous places. 
First, we encounter the shoftim v’shotrim – the judges and court appointed officials who ensure 
the sound running of society. Second, the all-important Sanhedrin is introduced.  These great 
sages of our tradition – charged with the role of shaping and molding the community while 
maintaining fidelity to the powerful voice of our tradition – become the ultimate standard-bearer 
of Torah judgment and ideals. 

But the third context in which leadership is introduced is a radically different one.  The 
end of our parsha describes the uncommon situation of finding a murder victim outside of a city, 
unknown to any of its inhabitants. The Torah then commands a ritual, known is eglah arufah, 
whereby the leaders of this town, the sages of the local community, leave the city to mark the 
place of this anonymous, heinous, crime.  The Torah recounts that these elders would wash their 
hands and recite a special prayer, absolving them of any responsibility for this murder. They 
were to say: “yadeinu lo shafchu et ha’dam ha’ze v’einenu lo rau – Our hands did not shed this 
blood, nor did our eyes see this (Deut. 21:9).” 

This verse removes them of responsibly for this act. However, upon further reflection, 
there is some ambiguity in this verse. To what does the verse refer when it says “nor did our eyes 
see this”?  The Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds actually argue about the meaning of this 
verse. The Jerusalem Talmud recounts the following debate: 

“The rabbis of Israel understood the verse as talking about the murderer, and the rabbis of 
Babylonia understood the verse as talking about the victim. The rabbis of Israel explained that 
the murderer did not come to us, nor did we ignore him, commit the crime, or leave him be. The 
rabbis of Babylonia explained that the victim did not come to us, we did not leave him without 
escort, nor let him go without support.” 

The two readings of this verse focus on its ambiguity, and offer two possible approaches 
to understanding it. To what does the verse refer when it says “nor did our eyes see this”?  What 
slipped under the radar?  What went unnoticed by the community and its leaders? 

The rabbis of the land of Israel answer that society and its leaders did not see the 
murderer, they missed the big picture, the large idea. Much like the questions surrounding the 
upcoming election, the onus that falls upon the leaders of the community is for the larger issues, 
the more obvious and egregious problems that affect society. The solutions to these problems 
when posed in this manner are equally sweeping. If a crime happens in the community, the 
obvious problems and direct causes need to be addressed. This will prevent any further 
undermining of society and restore the social fabric of the community. 

But the Babylonian rabbis offer a different, and seemingly more difficult, approach. They 
suggest that this is not a story of leaders who attempt to uproot widespread or especially flagrant 
violations of societal norms. Rather, in lieu of seeking out the major causes and immediate basis 
of a crime, they turn the tables on themselves, and their community, in an especially piercing 
manner. They tell us that the real problem here is not the murderer or who he is, but how we 
treated the victim.  They point to numerous innocuous actions that cumulatively have lead to this 



tragedy: we did not offer the victim escort; we did not give him food for his travel.  According to 
the rabbis of Bavel the real problems and causes of the tragedy at hand were smaller, seemingly 
obscure events. Taken together, these little things affect those around us – they create 
community, they affect people, they help us realize meaning. 

In his magnum opus, Halakhic Man, Rabbi Soloveitchik outlines his vision for the ish ha-
halakha, the halakhic man par excellence. This individual, modeled after his father and 
grandfather, embodies the models and platonic ideals that halakha sets forth.  So we would 
expect that the role of halakhic man is to actualize the great ideas of Judaism: righteousness, 
idealism, religious passion, and so on. However, when asked what the role of a rabbi was, the 
great Reb Hayim of Brisk replied in a surprising way. Reb Hayim said: “To redress the 
grievances of those who are abandoned and alone, to protect the dignity of the poor, and to save 
the oppressed from the hands of his oppressor (p. 91).” 

Now, living in Russia, it would not have been unreasonable for Reb Hayim to tell us that 
he should spend his time solving the big problems of his community. Maybe he should try to 
protect them from the Czar. Maybe he should seek to prevent forced conscription in the army. 
Maybe he should try to prevent the pogroms. He did not see himself that way. His role was not 
the big things, big people, or big ideas. He worked with the little things. He housed the orphans 
and brought in the poor, those under the radar of the community – the little things, the minor 
events. If you want to make a real difference in the lives of others, it is those little things that 
matter. 

How do we make a difference in the lives of those around us? How do we help each 
other? How do we build a community? How do we do teshuva? One model is to fight the large 
problems, to tackle things head on. That is the model of the rabbis of the land of Israel: seek out 
the murderer and stop him. But sometimes you need another approach. One of the most striking 
stories in The Tipping Point is about solving the New York City crime epidemic. Malcolm 
Galdwell persuasively argues that the solution is not to be found in major, head-on solutions, but 
in little things. The “broken-windows” theory of crime argues something counterintuitive: fix the 
windows and people will stop dying; clean spray paint and people will stop stealing rides on the 
subway. But it works. And it works marvels. The “broken-windows” theory proves that the little 
things matter. They affect society and they can affect those around us. 

So I’m going to leave us with a challenge. Over the course of the upcoming week, change 
something small. Let’s go out of our way to do something for somebody else, just one person. 
Try to listen to one conversation just a little better. Say “hi” to the doorman. Say sh’ma with a 
little extra kavannah.  Smile at somebody who isn’t expecting it. 

The lesson of the eglah arufah and the leadership taken by the sages in our parsha is 
exactly that.  Lives can be transformed through little things. The opportunity for radical change 
is found in the smallest areas. If we want to really make a difference, we need to work on 
interactions with each other, one person at a time. The minutiae of life can transform us in 
magnificent many ways. 


