Tazria Metzora
April 21, 2007
Rabbi Alan B. Lucas

It has been a tough week. We have witnessed areakaple tragedy, the worst mass murder in US lyistor
Images played out on our television screen — afgsiger and innocence lost —we were subjected toattits of
the murderer himself — words of anger and hatred! Aot only were we subjected to all of this — &t children
were subjected to it as well. How do we protectrttilom a world in which such terrible things cappan? How
do we shield them from these images of death atvrddhand anger?

And we come to shul and we are searching for sorseers, some explanations, something to make sfnise
senseless.

So here is what | would like to do with you. | vidlike to spend the next few moments and studitla torah,
study a littleGemorrahand then see if we can make sense of the wosdich we live.

First the Torah:

The Torah portion for todaVazria-Metzoraseems to deal with a subject which would be ofregeonly to
physicians and those occupied with the physicalraedical sciences - as it spends much of its tieadinl, in a
very clinical way, with certain forms of skin dises. These skin diseases go under a heading whitébirew is
called-Metzora.While - the subject of skin disease and its dedagllealysis may not hold the interest of too many
of us for too long, what the rabbis did with idisamatic and fascinating. By using a play on wortiey see
hidden in the Hebrew wordvetzoraa totally unrelated phraseMotzei Shem Rawhich means - Gossip - or
slander or the use and abuse of language for nafapurposes. Yes, it seems that the rabbis nalsbo have
been, on some level, as uncomfortable with allgkia disease talk, as we are and they were alile avslight
word play - a verbal flick of the wrist - to eleeahe wholgarashato a moral drama, and once they had
successfully moved from skin ailments to moralmiieas, they and we are off and running. The rabbis
interpreted the entire portion as a metaphootzei shem raliterally someone who brings forth evil, someone
who is morally diseased and spiritually tainted.

What I find most fascinating by this rabbinic sligii hand — that changesetzorato motzie shem ra that
changes a skin disease into malicious gossiphatstihe rabbis transform a section of the torahdbals with an
external physical disease into one that deals aitmternal spiritual or moral failing. Diseases eaused by
stuff out there Moral failings are caused by stuff here. And this now becomes much more than a clever
literary play on words — it becomes a very profoobdervation of the world, its nature and what ae do about
it.

When it comes to physical disease there is litdecan do to protect ourselves but to bundle uprighatt get
plenty of rest and hope we don’t get sick. But whieomes to moral disease hakoach b’yadeing we have
complete power to determine the course of our kves so the rabbis would have us believe.

David Brooks in an editorial that appeared in tle\Y ork Times on Thursday wrote, “Over the next fdays,
we’ll ponder the sources of Cho Seung-Hui's radeer€’ll be no shortage of analysts picking apastatreds,
his feelings of oppression and his dark war agdivestich, Christianity and the world at large. Sowill point to
the pruning of the brain synapses that may beaelat adolescent schizophrenia. Others may poitfiteto
possibility that an inability to process serotoogould have led to depression and hyperaggressiowe@ould
learn that he had been born with a brain injury thade him psychopathic. Or perhaps he was sufféram the
ravages of isolation. Over the next weeks, we cteddh these or other things about Cho Seung-Hudl #s we
learn the facts of his life, we’'ll be able to fitem into ever more sophisticated models of huméavier. For
over the past few decades neuroscientists, evolryopsychologists and social scientists have rhade strides
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in understanding why people — even murderers -heohings they do.” It is important knowledge -, bike
studying today’s torah reading @izria-metzoraand not moving beyond tlpshat not moving beyond the literal
meaning, -- we are left with a discussion thatisu physical disease -- interesting but of limiteldvance to
anything beyond. In such a reading of today’atiquortion — and the events of this past week agiMa Tech —
responsibility shifts outward. We get diseases beeaf stuff out there. As David Brooks put it:edponsibility
shifts from the individual to wider forces. Peopiterviewed on TV tend to direct their anger atgoa, the
university administration, society and so on. Htlialk about the young killer at all, the socialyceptable word
seems to be “troubled.” He’'s more acted upon tlwin@” Like the unfortunate recipient of a skisease in
today’s torah portion — he is a victim.

The rabbi’'s were clearly not comfortable with thraime, and to his credit, neither is David BrooBsooks
challenges us by saying that our society todagnggotiating what he calls the Morality Line, tipetswhere
background forces stop and individual choice —iadt/idual responsibility — begins. | think the tab were
negotiating that same Morality Line. David Broddemoans that these killings happen at a moment tigen
people who explain behavior by talking about indizal character are confused and losing ground.”

I think our rabbis would agree and | believe thaewthey transformedetzorato Motzei Shem Ra they were
affirming the need to see ourselves as living woald where, to use David Brook’s words, “backgrddarces
stop and individual choice — and individual resplitity — begins.” Of course David Brooks is onlyet latest in a
long line of those who understood this truth — viasi®hakespeare’s Julius Caesar who said: “Thé,fdear
Brutus, is not in our stars, but in ourselves."q&speare, Julius Caesar Act 1 Scene 2)

At the outset, | promised you: “a little Torah...itlé Gemorrahand then to see if we can make sense of the
world in which we live.” So, let's now move frorhd torah to a littlggemorrah:

This is one of my favorite — and one of the mogahie sections of the Talmud. (maybe it is one pffaworites
because it is so bizarre). Because of the PG eafuyur audience this mornindgr kindej — | am forced to
present a somewhat sanitized version of this Talengaote. This episode is a quote frfasechet Avodah
Zorah17a and it goes as follows:

“They said about one Eleazar ben Durdia that the® not a prostitute in the world with whom he hadvisited
at least once. He heard of one particular womanlwhkd in a town near the sea that he had not ytthat
might be worth his time, but she was very expensila to be deterred, our hero takes a purse fuirmarsand
went to her, crossing over seven rivers to geethéBTW — what do you think was the literary puspof
sharing with us the information that she was vempeasive and he had to cross seven rivers to get?R)
Allow me to fast forward to the morning after — ahdre is our protagonist in the room with saidsgitote and
he is clearly feeling remorse over his behavierfakt there is reason to deduce that he was equeng deep
regret and praying to God for forgiveness for ldd behavior. This sight of her repentant custamaves the
prostitute to speak — and her words are harshselagally she says: “who do you think you are fogh You
repent until the next time you are tempted, and glw repent —only to continue this silly cyclesai and
repentance — it doesn’'t work — and the sincerityaefr repentance is undercut by the repetitionoofrysin — there
is no way you will ever make it into the World Te@e! (in the Talmud the prostitute is less elogued more
direct — but | believe | have been true to her painClearly Eleazar ben Durdia is struck to thecgby her
words. He runs out and is overcome by remorsel+eg®rse this time. Here is where | will pick mhe
gemorrah “He went out and sat between two mountains alteldnd he said: “Mountains and hills, request
mercy for me.” But they replied: “Before we requesercy for you we have to request mercy for owesel..”
(In short they reply — look you are on your own e mave our owitzooristo deal with....) Then he said: Heavens
and earth, request mercy for me. To which theyigepbefore we request mercy for you we have tpiest
mercy for ourselves...” It then goes on with Eleaagpealing to the sun and the moon, the stars &nd th
constellations — and all reply as expected — we lvawv own problems to deal with. Finally, exhausted spent,
Eleazar sits now — he puts his head between hisskaied in genuine, authentic moment of self-awaseshe
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cries out, Hakol talui bi!” It all depends on ME! And he began to tremble lamdontinued to cry until he died.
And the story ends with a voice coming from heavBiow, Rabbi Eleazar ben Durdia is ready to e@km
Haba— The World to Come!”

Wow. There is so much to this story that we cousduss. He was a rabbi! Why do you think the steititholds
that fact till the very end? Isn't it sad thatdies at the end? Wouldn't it have been nicer -itlld reateshuvah
and then went on to live a more positive and prodedife? And most importantly why does he meritrance
into the World To Come? | think this is a key dqums. Why was the prostitute so confident that-te that
point in his life — did not merit the World to Cofh&nd what changes between that moment and thefehd
story that enables our hero to become worthy?

Anyone want to speculate?

In my humble opinion — the key turning point instlsitory is when he utters those incredible worBkskKol talui
bi” It all depends on ME! The prostitute dismisses hs hopeless because as she witnessed him anyleg i
bedroom after a night of debauchery — she sawhéhatiw himself as victim. Unwilling to take respbrigy for
his behavior —and that disgusts her. We know thadtill doesn’t get it when he runs from her roamd appeals
to the mountains and hills, the heavens and etlglsun and the moon — in our modern telling «f #mcient tale
substitute the words — hyperaggression, depressahizophrenia or isolation —for the sun, moonykaa and
earth of the Talmudic tale. We cry out in anguisiwe seek some kind of explanation — and we lohl ithe
wrong places. We listen with horror as the yoomgderer of 32 innocent people speaks to us freelfanade
video and informs us, “You made me do this! Theotdlof these people is on your hands...” and we fekame
sense of disgust and derision that the prostitutst tmave felt when Eleazar ben Durdia sought abealtor his
misdeeds. It is only when he is able to accegarsibility for his actions --Makol talui bi!” It all depends on
ME! That a voice from heaven declares that theltMiar Come is open to those who accept fully anaesdy —
the responsibility for their lives.

But, I am not done just yet — | promised you thitergs this morning. | promised you a little torahljttle
gemorrahand then to see if we could make sense of thedvionlvhich we live.

So let’s take our torah and ogemorrahand see if we can provide a little clarity.

This story presents the rabbis with a lot of profde- and they discuss them in the Talmud immedgiatel
following. They are troubled by the ending — whyl e have to die? But they are also troubled byhgavenly
declaration that he merited a place in the Worl@dme. A lifetime of bad behavior is wiped outdne moment
of self understanding and acceptance of persospbresibility? That doesn’t seem fair, that doesaégm right.
Until Rebbi (Rabbi Yehudah Hanasi) upon hearinthete events was so moved that he began to criyeasaid:
“yeish koneh olamo b’kama shanim — v’'yeish konemela’'shaah echat there are those who take a lifetime to
merit the World to Come — and there are those whntnt in a moment —or if | might try and parapbeathere
are things that we do and things that we say thange the world forever — sometimes in one exgumibment
we can merit the world to come — and sometimesetwrrific moment we can obliterate all of our itser and
at every momentHakol talui bi!” It all depends on ME!

Who do | blame for the events of this past weelfaine Cho Sung-Hui. Not his upbringing, not hisréspion,

not his pathology or illnesses — not the schooliatnation nor the lack of gun control laws thaght have

made it harder fro him to purchase those weapans“Hakol talui bo!” It all depended on HIM! He could have
chosen to do otherwise. He could have chosen ttHegwise. How do | know?

Because the Bible tells me so.

Because th&emorrahtells me so.,

Temple Beth Sholom, 401 Roslyn Road, Roslyn Heigh¥1157 7www.tbsroslyn.org
Page 3 of 4




And because Liviu Librescu tells me so.

Boys and Girls, | hope you have been listening éotinis morning. I've told a lot of stories — of pé®with skin
diseases from the torah and rabbis behaving in weysshouldn’'t be behaving from the Talmud — dnau
have been following me and | know it may not hagerbeasy — but if you have been listening — yolunaeiv be
able to understand my final story, a true story & man named Liviu Librescu. He was 76 years aoftllze was a
professor who was recognized internationally ferreisearch in aeronautical engineering. He wakehd of the
Engineering Science and Mechanics Department giné Tech and he happened to be teaching his wlass
Cho Seung-Hui walked in and he was shot to death.

Liviu Librescu was Jewish, a survivor of the Holosa He was in my humble opinion togposite of Cho
Seung-Hui and | will tell you why. He learned thest important thing a Jew can learn. He learnedribst
important thing a person can learn — and becaussaheed it his life had beauty and meaning. Whes this
secret that Liviu Librescu learnedakol Talui Bi --It all depends on me. It is the lessons the ratoigid to teach
us from today’s torah portion dfazria Metzoraand the lesson that they tried to teach us foenith of Eleazar
ben Durdia — and it is the lesson | learn fromlifieeof Liviu Lebrescu. If ever there was a geaten who might
have seen themselves as victims — was it not therggon of those who survived tBaoal? But, Liviu Librescu
was part of an amazing generation, an incrediemiof people who refused to see themselves asndicif the
Holocaust — rather they referred to themselvesuagirs — because they understoo#iiakol Talui Bi --1t all
depends on them. After the war they had nothing home, no family, no country, nothing — but théymed no
one — as they understood that blame merely leaasger and depression and to tragedy — no, Livbudsicau
picked himself up and made a new life for himsefffe-married and had children — he became a profestie
head of the Engineering Science and Mechanics Dapat at Virginia TechHakol Talui Bo! And then one
day a young man came into his classroom with aig@mding to kill all those who he could find — angiu
Librescu understood, as he had always understéakbl Talui Bi —he blocked the doorway with his body and he
told his students to flee. Liviu Librescu was saotl killed — he was buried this past Wednesdd&retz Yisrael
— but his students all survived.Yeish koneh olamo b’shaah echat - sometimesaryctiildren, sometimes in
one exquisite moment we can merit the world to come

That is the message | want you to take home tdHday;is the lesson | want you to learn from theilbér events
of this past week — sometimes in one horrific monaeperson can do one thing that is so terrible, so
reprehensible that all the rest about him is iu@he. And yet, at the very same time it is possibdr a person to
do one thing, one thing that is so exquisite — ki@adr she, in that one moment, in that one aeea®d the world
and merits a place in the world to come — and etyemnoment Hakol talui bi!” It all depends on You!
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