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It is perhaps quite fitting that the parasha for the inaugural meeting of Tzedek is Eikev. It would have 
been an easier task for us if we could have begun by discussing the liturgical tradition of resistance and 
liberation. It would have been easier, but, after all, we radicals, we anti-Zionist Jews – have we ever 
taken the easy road?

So we begin, fittingly if not fortuitously, with the most difficult parasha and the most difficult 
moments of our heritage. To these difficulties, please allow me to add another: how do we, as a 
community, as a congregation  relate to tradition? And not just to the best in our traditions but to the 
most difficult, the most painful?

If you're like me, your first instinct might be to repress or ignore those parts. Surely, we don't have to 
embrace every detail of the Torah? But as attractive as this option may seem,  we know all to well that  
was is repressed, returns, often even darker and scarier. It is not enough to say, as Bartleby, “I prefer 
not.” When we do social justice work, repression is not only dishonest, but makes it impossible to 
confront our privileges and our complicity honestly. It leads us to self-righteousness rather than to 
righteousness (tzedek).  

If we cannot cleave away these passages, what can be our relationship to tradition, especially for our 
most non-traditional congregation?

Traditions are sometimes like traumas, passed down through generations, the seed for seemingly 
unconscious habits we never think to question. And like traumas, they tie communities together in 
rituals of repetition. But like traumas, traditions make us who we are. They set the matrix of the past  
that frames the present.  The aftermath of a trauma and the reenactment of a tradition – what is it that  
they show us? That time is anything but a straight line, that the past is always present, even if not 
always uniformly, that in certain moments, the weight of the past creates a temporal loop. This is  
perhaps what Walter Benjamin meant when he wrote that “the work of memory collapses time.” When 
we remember, our traditions or our traumas, a fortiori the traumas in our traditions, the linearity of time 
is broken and we live, in many places and times at once, in experiences we ourselves have had and 
those present to us because we bear their mark. We are living, in this moment, I think, a temporal loop 
centered on these passages in Deuteronomy. When, amidst Operation Protective Edge, rabbis call 
Palestinians the Amalekites of our times, when they repeat the borders set out in Deuteronomy 11:24 as 
the vision of a Greater Israel, when our liturgy is used in the service of exploitation, domination, and 
dispossession, our traditions dramatize the non-linearity of history; we are, at one and the same time, 
living in 2015 and in the days of Deuteronomy. 

We live the Canaanite Conquest now and we must confront it as it confronts us now: as living and 
present reality that impresses itself upon us as it does on the lives of Palestinians who live on the other 
side of repetition. But, as Moroccan Jew and philosopher Jacques Derrida reminds us, “every repetition 
is an alteration, an iteration.” It is the same, but it is also different. Our time is also this time. 
And so our question today, in this temporal loop, is what will we do this time? We are the bearers of a 
historical past that was not of our own choosing, our bodies carry the weight of traditions, traumas and 
histories that are not our own. In Marx's words, “Men make their own history, but not always as they 



choose.”

We do not choose our traditions. We do not choose the world we inherit or the violences that structure 
it. I did not choose to be born a Jew, and something I have learned is that, even though I tried to do so 
for many years, I can not choose not to be one. Judaism, with its traditions, its culture, its history, has 
made me; it has written itself on me, formed my bones, my gestures, my commitments, and my 
communities in ways that I could neither choose to make nor unmake. 

But we can choose what we do with them. We can choose to deny them or to confront them. We can 
choose to claim our heritage and our history, to claim the problems and the pain that it bequeaths to us.  
What these passages in Eikev teach us today, as Jews engaged in building a better and more just world 
is that we can neither deny nor sanitize our heritage. We have been conquerers. We have been 
exploiters. We have been dispossessors. We are them still. And while we have also been the victims of 
terrifying historical tragedies, our persecution does not overwrite our conquest.  Judaism is a unique 
tradition, a dialectical tradition of expansion and expulsion, of victory and victimization. We cannot  
move forward without a radical practice that recognizes our tradition along this line of duality. If we 
say we have only ever been victims, we affirm the narrative that Jews cannot be oppressors. Eikev  
shows us that this is not true: We cannot ignore one side of our inheritance at the expense of the other.

Eikev means, in the most straightforward sense, 'if'. Most interpretations find the naming of the 
parasha straightforward: in it God tells us, 'if' you obey, then the land of Canaan will be yours. Rashi 
offers another interpretation: eikev comes from the hebrew word for 'heel'. Rashi tells us that when we 
focus on fulfilling certain mitzvot, others fall, so to speak, 'under our heel,'; we forget about them. 
Rashi says that the parasha is about remembering to fulfill all 613 mitzvot so that some do not fall  
under our heel. But what if the parasha tells us that if we see only our mitzvot, our aveyrot – our sins -- 
are forced beneath our heel? Or, if we focus only on creating Jewish community described in eikev, 
other human beings will fall under our heel? Or perhaps, these are the same thing: we know very well 
that in turning a blind eye to the suffering of others, we lose an essential part of our humanity. Frantz 
Fanon told us half a century ago, that it is not the colonized who are less than human, it is those who 
colonize. 

We should remember, in our meditation on temporality, that this parasha is  as a prophecy; at the time 
of the parasha, the conquest is still to come. Last week's parasha, V'etchanan, foretells of the expulsion 
from Canaan and the formation of the diaspora. There we learn that we will conquer, we will lose our 
way, and we will be expelled.1 On one reading, we might say that what is foretold is that we conquer 
and everything is good for a while. And then, living with non-Jews, we become idolaters and are 
punished with exile from the promised land until the Messiah comes. 
But what accounts for the deterioration of Jewish righteousness in the promised land such that the 
expulsion will come? By osmosis, by simply living with others, will we be drawn into a path of 
idolatry? Or is it rather the experience of the conquest itself, of placing Judaism above the lives and 
communities of others that teaches us the coldness, the hardness, the meanness that is punished by 
expulsion? Can we not say that it is not others who lead us astray, but the habituation of superiority, 
chosenness, domination that create traditions, passed down lekol dor vador, from generation to 
generation, that lead us away from righteousness? Is the Golden Calf of Canaan not a love of 

1 Just before this part of Eikev: Deuteronomy 4:25-27:  “When you beget children and children's children, and you will be long 
established in the land, and you become corrupt and make a graven image, the likeness of anything, and do evil in the eyes of 
the Lord your God, to provoke Him to anger, I call as witness against you this very day the heaven and the earth, that you will 
speedily and utterly perish from the land to which you cross the Jordan, to possess; you will not prolong your days upon it, but 
will be utterly destroyed. And the Lord will scatter you among the peoples, and you will remain few in number among the nations 
to where the Lord will lead you.”



Conquest? 

We are in this parasha commanded to “Cut away, therefore, the thickening about your hearts and stiffen 
your necks no more” (10:16). Our hearts have become hard, we are novices in the work of compassion 
and solidarity. Our stiff necks, unable to turn side to side, have given us tunnel-vision. We see only 
straight ahead and we feel much too little. We look ahead, to the future, forgetting the past that wells up 
within it, and do not feel, truly and deeply, the weight of our complicity. Learning to feel deeply for the 
plight of others and to see all of the structures and stories, blatant and hidden, of oppression – is this not 
the first step toward decolonizing our tradition?

We live, here in Chicago, on stolen land, the native land of the Potowami. Just as Chicagoans we must 
confront this history of genocide, and on the first Yartzeit of Michael Brown's murder, we as Americans 
must confront the living history of structural racism, so too as Jews we must recognize in our traditions 
the living history of the conquest. If we do not decolonize ourselves and our community, if we do not 
confront the discourses and narratives we have developed as conquerers,  if we continue to allow others 
to be pressed under our heels, then we have become idolaters prostrated before the altar of 
complacency and self-righteousness. If the conquest of Canaan is still present for us today, as the 
occupation of Palestine and the culture of conquest it sustains, then we must recognize that it is 
hardened hearts and stiff necks that make it possible. If the Jews of the bible were not able to 
decolonize, if the diaspora is its consequence, then we are living and breathing effects of their failure,  
of their love of conquest. We diasporic Jews are children of conquest. If we cannot confront this part of 
our tradition, if we cannot do the hard work of undermining the conquest mentality that has made us, 
we are not only agents of violence, we have lost an essential component of Judaism. 

Eikev thus stages for us not only the problems we inherit, but also the way forward. The dualism of our 
tradition, the history of violences done to and by us, bequeaths the shape of our work. We must heal 
from the atrocities done to our community and we must rectify those done by us and in our name. 
Describing the work of solidarity, Indigenous activist Lilla Watson once said, “If you have come to help 
me, you are wasting your time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound with mine, then 
let us work together.” It is only by honoring the dualism of our tradition, by meditating on the ways in 
which the Judaism of conquest both belongs to us and oppresses us, that we can recognize our 
liberation in the liberation of others. It is not only Palestinians we find beneath the heel of the conquest,  
but our capacity for compassion, solidarity, community, and radical tradition. 

Liberation and decolonization require that we make ourselves vulnerable, open to criticism and doubt,  
that we listen to others, and that we confront the little conquerer that has lodged itself inside us all. To 
quote another atheist Jew, Sigmund Freud, “Out of your vulnerabilities will come your strength.” On 
this Shabbat, may you meditate on your vulnerabilities, on the darkness and dualities in our tradition,  
on the difficulties we must confront – and may you find the strength to do the hard work of moving 
through them. 

Shabbat Shalom. 


