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After opening his discourse in last week’s parashah with the multitasking word eikev, Moses uses a similarly versatile 
word to continue his instruction: re’eh (see). The word re’eh appears at least 400 times in the TaNaKh, but our parashah 
is one of the few places where it is used in nearly all its many connotations. In addition to the physical act of seeing, the 
root ראה forms words including experience, prophesy, appear, show, perceive, understand, look at one another, vision, 
mirror, sharp-eyed bird. According to Samson Raphael Hirsch, who taught that certain letters of the Hebrew alphabet 
have commonalities that can be used interchangeably to create interrelated roots, re’eh is related to  רה' (cast, shoot),  
 but also loosely ,(tend, pasture, graze, be neighborly) רעה ,(fear [stand in awe of] respect, be aware of a presence) 'רא
related to רע (break, be evil, pay homage, rejoice loudly). This masculine singular imperative implores each Israelite to be 
aware, visualize concepts, and see with the “mind’s eye” – mature skills they must acquire if they are to succeed. Re’eh 
is my birthday parashah, and had there been an opportunity for me to become Bat Mitzvah when and where I grew up, I 
doubt if I would have recognized this huge list of rules and regulations as identity-building tools. At the age of 12, I likely 
would have found Moses’ juxtaposition of blessings and curses more threatening than encouraging. And in the 
multicultural, religiously diverse environment of the Minnesota Iron Range so soon after the Shoah, I would have been 
appalled and embarrassed by Moses’ commandment to eradicate every trace of alien worship. We were one of only a 
handful of Jewish families in the area, but my parents had no qualms about my attending church-related events with my 
friends and later singing in various churches. I doubt that they even flinched when I announced my desire to make a First 
Communion in a long white dress with a big dramatic candle, and appear at their bedside on Lucia Day bearing sweets 
and wearing a crown of candles. They were already used to my operatic role-playing. All they needed to do was remind 
me that I had a beautiful white pinafore to wear for Pesach, and that there are more candles on my chanukiah than in 
that crown, and more days to enjoy them. Despite the lack of Jewish infrastructure, my parents, secure in their own 
Jewish identity, were able to provide Jewish alternatives to the multiple attractions of the Christian environment in which 
we lived. In our parashah Moses is speaking to the first generation of Israelites born in freedom. They have no memory of 
slavery, little feeling of solidarity or covenant (Remember the scouts and Korach?), and they are surrounded by pagans. 
Emotionally they are impressionable teenagers with an embryonic sense of identity, and like all teenagers, they need 
repeated, graphic illustrations of good and bad choices. Choosing well (blessing) ensures flourishing, stability, and 
belonging. Choosing poorly (curse) leads to downfall, fragmentation, and chaos. After making sure in last week’s 
parashah that they had internalized the events of the past 40 years, Moses addresses them as the adults they must 
become, along with frequent teenage-sized examples of cause and effect. The laws he reiterates are not just rules; they 
are identity-forming practices. And he is not being pedantic; he is teaching them to perceive concepts of right and wrong 
and envision a future, not only for themselves, but also for those who will come after them. My 12-year-old self would not 
have understood eradicating foreign worship as removing temptation to flirt with a culture that would undermine their 
identity. As the only Jewish kid in my school as well as the only kid with walls adorned with pictures of opera singers, I 
never felt the desire to imitate and belong. Moses would have envied my parents. He is dealing with people who are open 
to influence, vulnerable to seduction, and eager to imitate whatever attracts them. The structured, restrained, memory 
and gratitude-driven rituals they are being asked to observe pale in comparison to the practices of their neighbors. If they 
are to endure as a people, Moses must impose boundaries that limit exposure to influences they are not equipped to 
navigate. The extravagant, sensual, emotionally immersive pagan rites are as developmentally lethal to the Israelites’ 
budding identity as today’s social media ecosystems are to 21st century adolescents. Sadly, we humans are all too easily 
seduced by mechanisms designed to overwhelm the senses, suspend critical thought, and merge personal identity into 
collective ideology. Ancient cultic rites did this by engaging all the senses to create emotional frenzy. (Remember the 
golden calf and Ba’al Peor?) As the excesses of religious, politically, and racially motivated passion have proven time 
and again, identity built on fanaticism is dehumanizing. And it is the antithesis of the covenantal identity the Torah 
teaches. Parashat Re’eh is one of the Torah’s first attempts to confront this perennial vulnerability. Moses is teaching the 
Israelites to cultivate an identity that does not demand the sort of mindless obedience that subsumes the individual and 
leads to personal amnesia. Covenantal identity requires conscious responsibility that strengthens the individual through 
shared memory and shared ideals. It is about standing as responsible individuals within the group, to care for the less 
fortunate, and to take a stand against injustice. The mitzvot are there to teach us how, the festivals are there to help us 
remember where we came from and Who ensures that we are still here to celebrate them, and the boundaries are there 
to help us establish and protect our identity – the Torah-infused identity that enabled me to grow up Jewish in a Christian 
world, and that inspires my interfaith work today.  
 
Shabbat shalom! 


