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If I would ask you, what makes a person religious? How would you answer? 

Time and again I hear that someone says that a particular person is very religious! What do people usually mean, I ask myself? I think they mean: They keep Kosher. They don’t drive on holidays. They study Torah quite regularly. They are very observant. They go to shul every Shabbat. They keep Mitzvot! 

What I think a lot of people have in mind when asked about religiosity is  ritual observance. It is the category of Mitzvot called ‘bein adam la makom’, rituals between us and God. But there is a different category of Mitzvot called ‘bein adam la chavero’, commandments to be observed between human beings. These set of commandments include Mitzvot like good behavior among neighbors and being honest in your dealings. It also includes things like feeding the homeless, caring for the poor and the widow and what our Torah portion of this week instructs, ‘tzedek, tzedek tirdof, justice justice shall you pursue’ (Dt. 16:20). 

So why is it that religiosity is associated by many with only the first, ritualistic, category? I have heard congregants tell me, Rabbi, I’m not religious but I go to the soup kitchen quite often as a volunteer. Rabbi, I’m not religious but my family and I support underprivileged kids every week. Rabbi, I’m not religious but I volunteer to build homes with Habitat for Humanity.

So who is more religious? The person who keeps more rituals, or the person, who by volunteering, helps the community? One traditional Jewish answer is that there is no distinction between Mitzvot. They have all equal value, they both are needed. Ritual and moral mizvot are what makes for the ideal religious Jew. But in my exploration of the Torah’s teaching on this week, tzedek, tzedek tirdof; justice, justice you shall pursue, I was reminded of a very different answer. 

In Midrash Devarim Rabbah it teaches that God loves justice even more than sacrifice. Similarly the Torah teaches: “To do what is right and just is more desired by God than sacrifice”. According to this view, ethics is more important than ritual. A person who religiously feeds the hungry in fact is very religious! Religious piety is the pursuit of justice and righteousness! Perhaps the repetition of the word tzedek, in tzedek tzedek tirdof, exists for the simple reason of teaching that religious virtue has to, first, have a social conscience. Justice and righteousness and not mainly ritual, form the ideal Jew. 

Don’t misunderstand me: I like to pray, I like to light Shabbat candles and I love to seriously study my tradition. The novelty in this interpretation is, that indeed, God aspires from us, more, to pursue justice, than the beautiful rituals that we do. 

In this vein, I must mention that we have a re-invigorated Tikkun Olam committee at our Temple. We are in preparations to offer all our members a meaningful opportunity to do mitzvot bein adam la chavero. It is going to be Mitzvah day on Sunday November 13th, a day to Feed your soul, a day of commitment to social justice and the environment. A day of action regarding all things related to food. I hope that you will decide to participate. If you will like to help prepare for this day please let me know at the end of the service. 

This coming week we are about to hear our president speak to the nation about one of the ills that affect America: lack of jobs. This is a topic of the highest religious value in my mind. It goes down to the core of what social justice should be for our nation. We ought to have a religious debate whether joblessness affecting millions of our citizens is just. 

I pray that the Mitzvah of Tzedek, tzedek tirdof will resonate much stronger in our hearts this Shabbat. And I ask you to meditate on the following question:  What is it within us that prevents us from pursuing acts of justice more often?

Shabbat Shalom.

