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Rabbi Randall J. Konigsburg 
 
Shabbat Shalom 
A number of years ago our daughter, Ashira, was on an extended trip to Israel. During one of 
her vacations, she informed Michelle and I that she and Tim were planning a trip to Istanbul. I 
was less than enthusiastic and she asked me why.  “Turkey is a wonderful country with lots of 
things to see” I explained, “But I don’t like the way the government treats its citizens nor those 
who come to visit. If you get into any trouble there, I don’t know if you can find real justice in 
their system. They have been known to arrest people who say or do things that they don’t like 
without warning. I just don’t think it is a very safe place to be.” 
 
This was long before Turkey and Israel had a falling out. This was long before the Syrian civil war 
changed the alliances all over the Middle East. Still, what concerned me then about Turkey still 
exists in the world. There are far too many countries where there is no sense of equal justice. 
How can a person live in a place, I wonder, where at any moment, the police can come to arrest 
you?  
 
 The Torah is very clear on the concept of Justice. One of the so called, “seven commandments 
of Noah” is that every country is required to have courts of law where people can find justice. 
Abraham was so concerned with the lack of the rule of law in Egypt that he told his wife to 
pretend she was his sister lest Abraham be murdered by someone lusting after his wife. Later 
Rabbis told stories about the warped sense of justice in Sodom and Gomorrah. Strangers were 
regularly robbed and run out of town.  For this reason the cities had to be destroyed.  
 
Later Sages declared that the first Temple of Jerusalem, the Temple built by King Solomon, was 
destroyed because of idolatry, robbery and murder. These crimes were rampant in ancient 
Judea and because of the breakdown of justice, the Babylonians were successful in conquering 
the city. The whole reason for monotheism in Judaism is to insure that each of us are 
responsible for our actions and courts insure that the punishment must fit the crime.  
 
In our Parsha this week, even before the Law is given at Sinai, Yitro, Moses’ father in law, shows 
Moses how important proper courts can be. Moses is wearing himself out trying to adjudicate 
all petty quarrels among the people. Before our ancestors crossed the sea, God insisted that 
there be only one law for the citizen and the stranger alike. Justice must be fair. And this is just 
the second book of the Bible. By the time we get to Devarim, the last book of the Torah, we are 
commanded “Tzedek tzedek tirdof – Justice, Justice shall you pursue” Justice doesn’t fall into 
our laps; we have to work every day to pursue after it. As a people who have been victims of 
great injustice in our history, Jews remain a reminder to the world about the importance of 
justice for all. 
 
I am hoping that the standoff in Burns, Oregon is coming to an end. I am seriously sad that 
someone was killed but I am glad that it did not turn into a bloodbath like Ruby Ridge. I am also 
glad that none of the law enforcement personnel, from the FBI, the Oregon State Police or local 
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police were injured. When you have a small, heavily armed group of people daring the police to 
come arrest them, you just know that someone is going to get hurt or killed.  
 
But as this standoff comes to its conclusion, there are even more questions that can be asked. 
The people of the local town were scared to walk the streets of their little city because armed 
men, anti-government protesters were coming in support of those occupying the Wildlife 
Refuge. They didn’t feel safe in their own town. The Governor of the state wondered aloud why 
the Federal Agents would not move to arrest the protesters. A local Indian tribe cried out 
against the intruders who violated sacred Indian land. But law enforcement waited for these 
men and women to leave them an opening to make the arrests. Finally, some of the leaders left 
the site for a speaking engagement in the next county and while they were on the road the 
arrests were made.  
 
Would this entire operation have been handled differently if different people had occupied the 
building on federal land? How might things have been handled if the protesters were Black 
activists? The leaders of the “Black Lives Matter” movement are asking that very question. 
Would the police and state troopers of Oregon have moved in quicker against Blacks? There is 
no way to know what would have happened for sure, it is only a hypothetical, but seeing how 
police handle black men with guns, and even how they approach black men without guns, you 
have to wonder why these old white guys seem to have gotten a more privileged siege. 
 
One of the comic strips published in many newspapers asked the question, how would this 
have been handled if the anti-government protesters were Muslim? Would there have been a 
quiet standoff or would the army been called in? Could Muslims take over a federal building in 
protest of their rights being trampled on by the legislature? Of course there is no way to know 
for sure what would happen, it is only a hypothetical, but after Boston and San Bernardino, do 
we think that any protesters would be left alive at the end of a siege?   
 
We like to think of the United States as a country of laws. That the courts here are fair and law 
enforcement protects our rights. But equal justice must be pursued. We human beings are 
much too quick to take sides, to form alliances and to act on our prejudices for us to assume 
that equal justice applies across the board. We can’t just close our eyes and say that since we 
are white, law abiding citizens that justice works for everyone in our country. Yes, there are 
conspiracy theory people out there who find the government behind every rock and tree 
waiting for the moment to jump out and arrest them, taking away their guns, their jobs, their 
businesses and their freedom. But the United States is not Turkey, or China, or Russia, or Saudi 
Arabia, or Burundi. Our system of justice applies to all those who may find themselves 
oppressed by the law or by others. That is why we have seen a marriage equality law, changes 
in immigration law, and changes in civil rights laws to make sure that even the minorities in this 
country are treated equally.  
 
But the fact is we are not perfect. Law enforcement personnel, with the complicated role they 
play in society, often act according to poorly thought out notions of who is responsible for 
crimes in our communities. Law enforcement agencies worry about how things will look if it 
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treat criminals of all races and all religions equally. They see the difference in how criminals of 
different races are treated and these offices often adjust their activities to reflect political 
realities.  
 
Judaism is adamant. There must be justice for all people. Without regard for race, religion, 
sexual orientation or gender. All people must be innocent until proven guilty. All punishment 
should fit the crime no matter who committed the crime. That is our goal. We must not rest 
thinking that all has been already taken care of. We must not rest in our pursuit of Justice for 
All, the home born or stranger in our midst. 
 
We will be asked to vote for Judges soon. It is important not to look at the race or party 
affiliation of our judges. It is important that we don’t look at the religion of our judges or we 
could end up with another embarrassment like Judge Moore. We need to examine carefully the 
qualifications of a judge and we need to address the opinions of those who appear before these 
judges. How many guilty verdicts were handed down is irrelevant. But if the lawyers and others 
believe that a judge is fair, that is a remarkable endorsement and should not be overlooked. I 
don’t vote for judges that agree with me. I vote for judges who have a reputation for fair and 
unbiased procedures. Only then can I let justice take care of itself.  
 
This week we read about receiving the Law on Mt. Sinai. That, it turns out is only half the job. 
Now that we have the law, we have to insure that all are treated fairly under the law. That does 
not happen once at Sinai; it is a duty upon all of us as citizens every day of our lives. Justice may 
never be perfect, but we must not give up on our duty to perfect it. It is our duty as American 
citizens, and it is our duty as Jews. 
 
May God help us bring Justice for All to this world and may we not rest until the vision of the 
Prophet Amos is fulfilled: “That justice will well up like water and righteousness like a mighty 
stream.”       
Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


