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\/ Inspired by the Jewish commitment to justice for 30 years

The 5776 (2015-2016) cycle of Dvar Tzedek is a special one. To commemorate AJ\WS’s 30th anniversary, we are
sharing a selection of some of our favorite commentaries from past years. Each legacy commentary will be
introduced with a related reflection on AJWS’s work and contemporary issues.

Introductory Reflection

The Torah knows that empathy is one of our deepest motivations for moral action. Thirty-six times the Torah
commands, “remember that you were foreigners in Egypt”—and therefore, it commands, you shall not oppress
others. The Torah assumes that because we were vulnerable ourselves, we can empathize with others in the same
predicament and take action accordingly.

However, as Rachel Farbiarz demonstrates in her Dvar Tzedek on Parashat Va’etchanan, this commandment
requires a certain sleight of hand. The Israelites that Moses is addressing didn’t actually have the experience of
oppression in Egypt—their parents and grandparents did. This connection is all the more distant for contemporary
Jews reading this same text. Our motivation to empathize is not innate, but inherited from our ancestors.

Farbiarz explains that this need for projection is not a handicap, but rather, a key to invoking our deepest ethical
responses. “Moses has set us up well. With this shrewd rhetorical strategy, he has urged us to harness the
imaginative effort that empathy requires, training us in the mechanism for satisfying the Torah’s exhortations on
the stranger. Just as we have transported ourselves past time’s boundaries to inhabit our enslaved ancestors, so too
can we transport ourselves past the boundaries of ethnicity, nation, means and tongue that separate us from the
contemporary stranger.”

Today that kind of transportation is easier than ever. Our task is to open ourselves to that experience. The video
below contains one story, of one girl, who left an abusive marriage she was forced into at just 14 years old, and
now works to teach other young girls about their own worth and opportunity. Like Moses commands, she is using
her own experience of oppression to protect others from the same fate. Now our task, removed from her
experience by time, place and culture, is to imagine ourselves in her shoes, empathize as if we too lived her
traumas, and use this feeling to inspire us to take action.

Watch the video and read more of Rachel Farbiarz’s commentary on the parashah below.

Parashat Va'etchanan 5776

By Rachel Farbiarz
August 20, 2016
(Reprised from August 1, 2009)

As the Israelites are poised to enter Canaan in Parashat Va'etchanan, Moses finally finds his tongue and speaks at
length with his people, instructing them on his legacy. Central to Moses'’s oration is the insistence that the events of

his life have unfurled before the people’s “own eyes.” As Moses retells it, his audience’s presence was essential to the
covenant at Sinai: “The Lord your God sealed a covenant with us at Horeb. Not with our ancestors did the Lord seal


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YvXb9IOf4nA

this covenant but with us—we who are here today, all of us alive.” And with reference to the miracles of the Exodus,
Moses declaims: “You yourself were shown to know that the Lord is God[.]"*

Moses’s insistence, however, is more fiction than fact. For the most part, his audience was not present at Sinai or the
Exodus. The generation to which he speaks was born in the desert, to parents now buried beneath its sands. And it
was those parents who saw the revelation at Sinai, who trod the dry depths of the split sea.

This peculiar misidentification—what commentator Robert Alter calls a “slide of identification between one
generation and another” >—cannot be understood as the slip of an old, addled mind. Instead, | would proffer that
this “slide” is an exceptionally powerful means of laying the experiential foundation for the Torah’s core injunction
against oppression of the stranger.

Mentioned no fewer than 36 times throughout Scripture, the Torah’s exhortations on the treatment of the stranger
often appear with a companion explanation: Heed the stranger’s treatment because “you know the feelings of a
stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.”” But this explanation, like Moses’s feint, is premised on a
sleight-of-hand. Our forebears were enslaved in Egypt, but we—their far-distant progeny—were not.

Moses’s generational slide begs to be interpreted less as a faithful description of historical fact and more as a
normative charge to the nation. Through the frisson of misidentification, the desert generation—and we, Moses’s
further-future audience—are implored to reach past the boundaries of self and become the witnesses whom the
great leader invokes. We are goaded into taking on the existential reality of our enslaved ancestors.

Moses has set us up well. With this shrewd rhetorical strategy, he has urged us to harness the imaginative effort that
empathy requires, training us in the mechanism for satisfying the Torah’s exhortations on the stranger. Just as we
have transported ourselves past time’s boundaries to inhabit our enslaved ancestors, so too can we transport ourselves
past the boundaries of ethnicity, nation, means and tongue that separate us from the contemporary stranger. The
“slide of identification” can thus be understood as a practice-run, through which Moses’s audience limbers up to the
imaginative exertions that our duties to the stranger demand.

But it is not only empathy’s mechanism of imaginative engagement that is revealed in Moses’s generational elision.
The elision further helps us understand that empathy is work, that there is something awkward and uncomfortable
about its habit. We must be schooled in its compulsory nature no less than 36 times, tutored in its essentialness
through the heuristic of self-deception: It was you who were a slave; it is you who knows the heart of a stranger.
Moses'’s elision thus helps us internalize that empathy is not always and already there, burrowed inside like a jack-in-
the-box, awaiting an opening to spring forth. It is rather an iterative effort that demands rehearsal and repetition.

B Deuteronomy 4:3; 5:3; 4:35.

? Robert Alter, The Five Books of Moses, p. 872. New York: W.W. Norton & Co. 2004.

* Exodus 23:9; Studies on the Haggadah from the Teachings of Nechama Leibowitz. Yitshak Reiner & Shmuel Peerless (eds.) New York: Urim Pubs., 2002,
p. 100.
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And so too with us, modern Jews in a global world, who may take up the fight against the oppression of the world’s
strangers—in lands not our own, on behalf of people facing trials so alien from ours; we cannot rely on an axiomatic
claim that we understand the stranger’s plight because we, too, were strangers in Egypt. We know this claim to be
untrue; or at least, we know that this claim reflects a truth in need of tending.

How then do we maintain the psychological muscle that Moses’s generational slide helped to build? How do we
stave off its atrophy?

We can take a cue from Moses, who at the end of his life finally speaks freely to his people, telling them “their” story
through his own and those of their forebears. To engage the empathic muscle, we too should immerse ourselves in
stories. We should seek out the tales of the oppressed stranger, read her literature, ferret out her testimony. We
should find ways to see her face when she speaks—through film, through lectures, through travel. We should train
ourselves to pick out those igniting details from dry reports of facts, figures, troop movements and aid shipments.

And when that empathic muscle is flexed, our imaginations gripped, we should charge ourselves with the knowledge
that for Moses we will never—and should never—cease being the strangers of his story.

Rachel Farbiarz is an artist who works in drawing, collage and installation. Prior to working as an artist,
Rachel practiced law focusing on the civil rights and humane treatment of prisoners. Rachel lives with her
family in Washington, D.C., where she is represented by the gallery G Fine Art. Rachel can be reached
through her website www.rachelfarbiarz.com.
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