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כב אדר תשפ“א
Shabbat Parah
שבת פרה

Parashat Ki Tissa  כי תשאExodus 30:11- 34:35
Stone – p 484
Hertz – p 352
Etz Hayim – p 523
Special Maftir – Numbers 19:1-22
Stone – p 838
Hertz – p 652
Etz Hayim – p 880
Stone – p 1216

Haftarah – Ezekiel 36:16-38
Hertz – p 999
Etz Hayim – p 1287

Shabbat ends: 6:41 PM
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IN THIS WEEK’S PARASHAH—Ki Tissa
I’ve been a human rights activist for more than a decade, beginning my work by organizing the Jewish community to speak out against
torture. One of the first things I learned—a theme that resurfaces across many of the campaigns for human rights that I have been part
of—is that when people act out of fear, when their sense of safety and security is challenged, they make unfortunate choices. They are
often willing to make choices that make them feel safe, rather than choices that are effective in dealing with what is actually threatening
them. Once these non-solutions take hold and provide an aura of comfort, it is hard to shift people to a different point of view. People
tolerate torture because they have been told it “works,” or they tolerate harsh and ineffective police tactics, like stop and frisk, against
people of color because they believe that the presence of police inherently makes their neighborhood safer.
In my experiences as an advocate, when facing the sense of safety and the logic of fear, responding with Jewish values—But every human being is created betzelem elohim, in the image of God!—could come across as weak or naïve. Logic and statistics didn’t fare so
well, either. What did work was shifting the statement of values: giving voice to shared values, combined with the self-interest that was a
key component of the fear. Appealing to the Golden Rule alone didn’t work, but saying We don’t commit human rights abuses as a nation because we want to protect our own troops from similar harms did. It’s hard as a leader to take this approach, because it is more nuanced and requires listening. It’s much easier to lead people using fear—or, at the very least, to not challenge or sit with their heightened
emotions.
This week’s parashah, Ki Tissa, tells the story of a failure of leadership and the challenge of rebuilding trust, nestled within the broader
narrative of the creation of sacred space, shared ritual, and God’s revelation. As our parashah unfolds, Moses has been up on Mount Sinai, receiving God’s revelation, for a very long time. As readers, we can see that the Israelites are about to receive tremendous gifts from
God, including the instructions for the Tabernacle and the tablets on which the 10 Commandments are inscribed.
But Moses’s absence has left a void for the Israelites in their relationship with God. They fall back on what they know, asking for a
physical manifestation of their deity to reassure them of God’s presence in their midst (Exod. 32:1). Faced with this panic, Aaron fails as
a leader. Rather than resisting—or even responding with a counter-narrative rooted in the values that were animating their fear—he reflexively responds with actions. He gives the people what they want (Exod. 32:2–5). Thus with their sense of safety and normalcy assured, the Israelites can resume their patterns of life, feasting and giving thanks to their illusion of God.
When God reports to Moses what has happened in his absence, you can see a frustration with the Israelites, not on account of their lack of
faith, but because of their stubbornness (God calls them “stiffnecked”) and their lack of empathy and imagination. The experience of the
Exodus has not freed them from their need for safety and security, nor from their old ways of thinking. Moses talks God down, but God’s
frustration is understandable.
But Moses, too, is only able to lead from fear, to respond to the Israelites with vengeance. True, Moses does successfully talk God down,
with an eye to public messaging (Exod. 32:11–14), preventing God from wiping out the people and starting over. But it doesn’t last. Upset with and angered by the reality of what he sees when he journeys down Mt. Sinai, Moses responds with not just anger but cruelty.
Moses can’t help but be righteous for God’s sake (Exod. 32:20, 25–29), no matter the cost. But righteousness can be destructive. It is a
commonplace understanding in social justice circles that abuses hurt not just the victim but also the perpetrator, and in acting from fear,
Moses perpetuates the crisis, culminating in a plague sent by God (Exod. 32:35).
So how can we move forward from this kind of crisis, from the retreat into anger and fear? As an activist, I’ve tried to learn how to craft
messages and build bridges to take people beyond the places where they feel that they are stuck. Only once people are unstuck can they
envision new worlds or be open to new ideas. In the fight against torture, that meant taking the values conversation from the abstract to
the concrete. If people act from fear to protect themselves or the people that they care about, they can also change if they believe it will
enable themselves and their loved ones to thrive.
As the reality of the sin of the Golden Calf sinks in, God returns to the theme of covenant (Exod. 33:1–3), a shared commitment that is
based in the relationships of the past and the potential of the future. God contextualizes the reality of what the Israelites have done within
the larger scope of the history of their relationship. And it is then that they begin to repent (Exod. 33:4), when they are able for a moment
to see beyond their present selves and envision a new world. Despite all the suffering and death that has occurred, only a reaffirming of
values rooted in relationship can trigger self-reflection.
And that is the essence of how Moses, God, and the Israelites move forward from the incident of the Golden Calf. It is true that something profound in the relationship between God and the Israelites is forever shattered. Moses becomes even more of an intermediary for
the divine message, as the Israelites can only look on whenever God’s presence descends into their midst (Exod. 33:7–11). But the renewed covenant that follows, including a new set of tablets to replace what was shattered (Exod. 34:10–27), isn’t just a retelling of God’s
promise to Abraham. In order to truly heal and move forward, there has to be a shared acknowledgement of what happened and how to
prevent it from happening again.
The new covenant is rooted in action, both to avoid idolatry and to live out the blessings of being God’s people through the pilgrimage
holidays. The Israelites and God are able to affirm their connection not just in the abstract and in history, but through the possibility of
shared future experience rooted in deeds. We, too, can overcome that which divides us by uncovering our shared values, and by actualizing these values we can, eventually, overturn systems of injustice in our world.
Rabbi Rachel Kahn-Troster,
Deputy Director of T’ruah and
lead strategist on T’ruah’s human rights campaigns

PRE-PESACH

ZOOM SCHMOOZE
(No,notschnooze!)

TUESDAY, MARCH 16
7 :15 - 8:00 PM
No need to RSVP,
just come for the fun!

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82306616416?
pwd=M I ROZ2F6dW d6a DkrRitlclpxQO F2 UT09

Meeting ID: 823 0661 6416
Passcode:456418
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women's shelters.! This is often the only gift they receive for
Mother's Day. and they are so grateful!
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There are 3 ways to participate in this mitzvah:
1) Make a monetary donation (payable to the Chesed Fund)
so that items can be purchased
2) Bring toiletries & personal care items (in bags) and leave
them on the table outside of the Admin entrance
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Questions? Contact Barbara Gaponoff Berson. 314-740-3043
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PRE-PESACH CLASSES WITH RABBI GORDON
Mondays, 7:15—8:15 PM
March 8 -- Torah and Midrash
March 15 -- Practical Issues: Mitzvah, Halachah, and Minhag.
March 22 -- The seder: history and meaning.
To register:
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZclf-ihrjkoGtAq_PGwwtLrz6HPulFjc87O
After registering, you will receive a confirmation email containing information
about joining the meeting.

March 5, 2021:
Kabbalat
Shabbat
begins at
5:00 PM

PRAYER
Among the many appetites of Man there is a craving after God.
Among the many attributes of Man there is a talent for worshiping God.
Jews who wandered in deserts beneath the stars
knew their hearts were hungry for God.
Jews who studied in candle-lit ghetto rooms
thirsted longingly after God.
But we who are smothered with comfort
Sometimes forget to listen to God.
Help us, O God, to recognize our need.
To hear the yearning whisper of our hearts.
Help us to seek the silence of the desert and the
thoughtfulness of the house of study.
Bless us, like our ancestors in ancient days, with the most precious gift:
a sense of Thy presence.
Brush us with the wind of the wings of Thy being,
fill us with the awe of Thy holiness.
We, too, will praise, glorify, and exalt Thy name.
Ruth F. Brin (adapted)

THOUGHT FOR THE MOMENT OF SILENCE
Patience is not passive.
On the contrary it is active; it is concentrated strength.
Edward G. Bulwer-Lytton

