

Drash R’eih 30 August 2008

It is going to be very tempting over the next twelve months to relate every Torah reading to our Jubilee year. As this morning marks the first Shabbat of our jubilee celebrations I am aware that you are expecting  a drash relating today’s portion to this very important period in Temple Sinai’s existence.

I hope you will not be disappointed.

R’eih  marks the start of Moses’ third speech to B’nei Yisrael before his death. In these speeches Moses was reiterating (and in some cases adding to) the mitzvoth given in earlier books of the Torah.  Rabbi Daniel Goldfarb in the commentary found on the Israel Jewish Scene website tells us that there are 55 mitzvoth in this portion. 

But we don’t need to go through the portion in detail to itemise and classify them. Plaut has provided a list for the full speech (all three parashot) in his  essay at the beginning of R’eih.  

In summary the commandments in R’eih cover

· place of worship, 

· no idolatry

·  no self-mutilation

· permitted and forbidden foods

· tithes

· release both release from debts and from slavery 

· firstlings and 

· holy days.  

But as today marks such a milestone for Temple Sinai, and because R’eih means “See” I thought  that instead of discussing the portion as I usually do and drawing a conclusion that relates to our congregation, I would look at our congregation’s values as they appear on our website and see how R’eih could be considered to reflect them.

What are our values? I am going to read them all first to remind us and then will discuss them.

The following values statement underpins all the operations of our Congregation:

    The Congregation is committed to the principles and practices of Progressive Judaism in which we assert the belief in one God, the unity of the Jewish people and the vital role of the State of Israel in modern Jewish life.

In addition to the central premise above, the Congregation is also committed to the values of -

    * inclusiveness, by which is meant welcoming participation as appropriate of Members and friends

    * non-discrimination between women and men

    * Jewish education as a life-long process

    * the use of appropriate rituals and procedures in ways which treat people with dignity and respect

    * Jewish pluralism which allows for many different perspectives, and  the value and dignity of other religions, ethnic groups, cultures and beliefs

Firstly let us look at the principles and practices of Progressive Judaism: Belief in one God, the unity of the Jewish people and the vital role of Israel in modern Jewish life.  

Belief in one God underpins the portion R’eih from the start of the first sentence “see, this day I set before you...” to the last  which ends “the Eternal your God has bestowed upon you” the existence of one God is clear.  It is such a fundamental aspect of our faith that we do not notice how often the singular word “Adonai” appears in Torah.

Rabbinical comment on this portion makes it clear that there is an expectation that there will be unity among the Jewish people. 

However Rabbi Heller on the Chancellor’s parasha commentary site points this out saying

One of the commandments which the Jewish people have found most difficult to follow in practice is found in Deuteronomy 14:1: "lo titgodedu." The plain sense of the verse is "You should not gash yourselves... because of the dead." One must avoid pagan mourning customs that include self-mutilation. The rabbinic interpretation of the verse, however, is that Jews should not form themselves into multiple subgroups "agudot agudot" (B. Yevamot 13b) each following a different understanding of the law. 

As he says this may be difficult to follow. Nevertheless, the value of unity among the Jewish people has clear precedent in R’eih.

The last of the general principles and practices refers to the vital role of the state of Israel in modern life. The whole of R’eih deals with life in what was the contemporary equivalent of the state of Israel. In fact, much of R’eih discusses how people will conduct themselves in that land. So  the land of Israel plays a vital role in this portion as it does in our values.

As you can see it is quite clear that our congregation’s core values are promoted in R’eih. 

But what of the additional values I read out?

Welcoming participation is affirmed several times. For example Chapter 12, verse 12 states

And you  shall rejoice before the Eternal your God, with your son and daughters and with your male and female slaves, along with the [family of the] Levite in your settlements

The same group are mentioned in verse 18 in the instructions about eating the sacrificial offerings and in Chapter 14 verses 27 and 28 and in Chapter 14  verse 29 we find that welcoming participation is extended to 

the stranger, and the fatherless, and the widow in your settlements.

Clearly  this value is in our Law.

Non-discrimination between women and men is not so clearly spelt out. Traditionally Judaism has not treated men and women equally over the centuries. The verses I have just mentioned do specifically include both men and women. 

There are other statements in R’eih also supporting equality, for instance the discussion about the treatment of those who turn to false gods does not discriminate. 

And, when covering the rules for the release of slaves Chapter 12 verse 15 specifically states “achicha” literally your brother  but clarifies this with “haivri o haivriah” that is a Hebrew man or a Hebrew woman. Plaut comments in a footnote in the portion “Devarim” that achichem (the plural of achicha) appears frequently in Deuteronomy and is meant to be a gender neutral term.

The use of appropriate rituals and procedures in ways which treat people with dignity and respect also has its precedents in R’eih. There are frequent injunctions not to neglect the Levite and his family as the Levite does not have the land that others have. 

In the section on release there is a specific commandment to lend to the needy even if the sabbatical year with its remission of debt is approaching. Another example is provided by the instruction to not just set a slave free after six years service but also to ensure that when he or she goes, they do not go empty handed.

R’eih  instructs us not to enquire about the gods of others which could be seen as contrary to our value of allowing for the value and dignity of other religions. In fact our interfaith dialogues could be seen as directly opposite in intent to this commandment. Plaut however, in commenting on this commandment, notes that  many orthodox Jews will not enter a church for any reason whatsoever in case they violate the commandment and continues by saying

Liberal Jews – like liberals in general- take a different view: they consider the biblical law is no longer applicable in the modern context. They affirm the independence of the human spirit and the freedom of intellectual inquiry. To be sure, unlimited inquiry carries certain risks, but these are worth the price, for the freedom of knowledge is, for liberals, a requisite for a fully free human existence.

And so Plaut, in affirming Liberal values and the decisions made in a fully free human existence, brings us back to the first verses of R’eih which refer to choice. We are free to choose whether or not to follow the commandments  given to us.

This freedom to choose is brought home to us when we consider how many of the 55 commandments in this portion cannot be practised today – the rules concerning slavery, sacrifice and worshipping only at the Temple Mount have all required choices on how they are to be observed (or not observed) in post Biblical times and in the Diaspora.

But to make those choices we must be educated as Jews and we must continue to learn throughout our lives, another of our stated values. This ensures that the decisions we make are informed decisions. A decision based in ignorance is not a good decision even if it is correct.

There is a statement quoted from Midrash by Plaut in the Gleanings section after R’eih which encapsulates both the spirit of this portion and of the congregation’s values:

In laying two choices before us, God urges us to choose the good and helps us if we strive to achieve it.
As we move forward through our Jubilee year and beyond let us reaffirm and adhere to our congregation’s values, choosing the good and striving to achieve it, not just in this Jubilee year  but throughout the many Jubilees to come in our congregation’s existence.

