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I recently had the honor of serving as a chaplain to a woman named Maggie in the last weeks of her life. In those 
long, painful days in the hospital, Maggie was constantly surrounded by her three childhood best friends. One day I 
asked what it was that has kept them so connected. "Well," sighed one of her friends, "we are so close now because 
she broke our hearts many years ago."  
 
The friends had been inseparable since grade school. In their last year of high school, Maggie had become pregnant 
and shortly thereafter suffered a painful miscarriage. Paralyzed by shame and sadness, Maggie was unable to share 
her grief with her friends. Instead, she withdrew completely. The friends were deeply hurt, but they refused to let 
her go. They kept calling, kept wanting a relationship. Slowly Maggie began to share her pain with them and they 
rebuilt their shattered friendship. 
 
"There is nothing as whole as a broken heart," said the Kotsker Rebbe.1 It was in healing the brokenness of their 
relationship that made the friends so close. And it was clinging to the heart-break within Maggie that allowed them 
to build a relationship so strong that it could last a lifetime. This healing of past hurts is the process of tshuva, 
continually moving closer to one another and to the world by living by our values. 
 
This Shabbat is one of the special weeks of nechemta, comfort, that follow Tisha b'Av, the primary day of communal 
Jewish mourning. Tisha b'Av marks some of the most profound moments of loss in Jewish history, such as the 
destruction of the Temples in ancient Jerusalem and the subsequent violent displacement of our people. 
 
It would be tempting to forget the pain and grief that Tisha b'Av marks and obscure the moments of shattering 
within our Jewish past, just as Maggie, as a young woman, was drawn to hide her brokenness. Yet, it is in the 
creation of holy spaces, where we can share and name our grief, that the possibility of healing begins. These weeks 
of nechemta following Tisha b'Av lead directly to the High Holidays when we draw nearer to one another through 
tshuva. The healing of the High Holidays is most possible when we first allow our hearts to break in grief on Tisha 
b'Av.  
 
This week we read Parshat Ekev. In this portion, Moses speaks to the people and reminds them of all the suffering 
that they experienced on their journey out of Egypt and the way that their relationship with the Divine was 
shattered over and over again. We read: "Remember, don't forget, how you brought on the Eternal One's anger in 
the wilderness. From the day you left Egypt until you came to this place you have been fighting against the Eternal 
One."2   
 
Why is Moses reminding them of this history? It seems like on the eve of entering the Promised Land it would be 
tempting to try to forget. However, as I learned from Maggie, if we don't first grieve over our losses and 

 
1 Cited in Ginzburgh, Yitzchaq, “Awakening the Spark Within: Five Dynamics of Leadership that can Change the World”, Jerusalem: Linda 
Pinsky Publications, 2001: p. 17. 
2 Deuteronomy 9:7 



acknowledge our broken relations, we cannot begin to heal. The people could only start anew in the Promised Land 
after naming the pain that brought them there, they could only rebuild their connection with the Divine after 
recognizing the damage that had been done in that relationship along the way. 
 
Today's planet has also been shaped by a history of suffering and by damaged relationships. In early May a cyclone 
hit Burma leaving nearly 150,0003 people dead or missing and one million homeless. This latest natural disaster 
reminds us that the impact of disasters is not just about nature. It is deeply entrenched in inequality and broken 
relationships – violence, war, global racism and an imbalance of wealth – that lay the foundations for tragedy and 
disaster. Professor Martin Espada said in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, "We tend to think of natural disasters as 
somehow evenhanded, as somehow random. Yet it has always been thus: Poor people are in danger. It is dangerous 
to be poor. It is dangerous to be black. It is dangerous to be Latino."4  
 
It feels overwhelming to discuss this reality, all the more so to allow ourselves to grieve over the state of the world. 
But tshuva, true repair, begins only when we acknowledge the impact of shattered human relations on the life of this 
planet. This week, as we read Parshat Ekev, may we publicly name all the brokenness of our world in our holiest 
places – in our homes, our synagogues and our streets – so that our tears can begin to bring healing and the true 
wholeness of a broken heart. 
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4 In “From Margins of Society to the Center of Tragedy” by David Gonzalez, New York Times, September 2, 2005. 
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The writers of the Dvar Tzedek are the inaugural recipients of the Lisa Goldberg Memorial Fellowship. As President of the Charles S. Revson 
Foundation and as a mother, wife, colleague and friend, Lisa Goldberg had a profound commitment to social justice and the Jewish 
community. She died tragically at the age of 54. Lisa was a good friend and generous supporter of AJWS, and we hope that, through these 
words of tzedek, we can contribute to her legacy.  

 
AJWS is committed to a pluralistic view of Judaism and honors the broadest spectrum of interpretation of our texts and traditions. The 
statements made and views expressed in this commentary are solely the responsibility of the author. The AJWS Torah Commentary series is 
made possible in part by funds granted by the Charles H. Revson Foundation. 
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