Are Jews Free Today?

Recently I attended a meeting between Jewish communal leaders of the Bronx and the Bronx Borough President, Adolfo Carrion.  At the meeting I expressed publicly my opinion that Jews in New York today are feeling particularly vulnerable.  I shared with the Borough President my concern that terror attacks could return to New York City.  I said that the hate crime perpetrated upon our group in midtown just a few weeks ago was a wake up call of what, God Forbid--might come.  

As soon as the meeting ended, the head of the JCRC approached me and expressed great upset with my comments.  He told me that I was an alarmist giving a distorted picture of Jewish vulnerability to an influential gentile.  He contended that Jews are perfectly safe in New York City—to wit, he feels no concern at all when going to his car, jus a few blocks from where we attacked.

So the question on my mind since that meeting is: Are Jews safe right now in New York or was I overstating the case to the Bronx Borough President?

The answer to this question lies in what it means to say we’re safe.  What does safe mean?

An answer to this question is suggested by one of the words used in this week’s parshah.  Every fiftieth year, the Torah commands us to celebrate a Yovel, a Jubilee year.  On this year all land remains uncultivated, all land goes back to its original owners, all debts are erased, and all slaves go free.  It is a revolutionary year—a year of great freedom--a year when no one is more powerful than anyone else.

Says the Torah: Ve-kidashtem et shenat ha-chamishim shanah u-keratem deror ba-aretz lekhol yoshveah, you should sanctify the fiftieth year and put out a call of deror to all the people of the land.  A call for deror.  Deror is usually translated as freedom—a call goes out into the entire land for freedom.

Yet, the word deror is actually a very rare word.  In fact, this is the only time in the entire 5 books of Moses, where the word Deror appears.  Whenever a word is so rare our rabbis struggle to capture its precise meaning.  What our rabbis sought to understand was what does the word deror really mean?  

Rashi quotes the Talmud and offers the following explanation:  Deror derives from the Aramaic word dar, to dwell or to live.  Deror means, she-dar bekol makom she-rotzeh, that the person lives in any place that they desire.

The word deror thus means that a person has the ability to live safely--peacefully and openly in anyplace that you want.  That is what the very concept of yovel is about, and that is what the word deror means.  Deror means you are safe.

By such a definition we are hardly safe today.  Today’s war against the Jews is being waged in such a way that Jews are continually being told where we are and where we are not allowed to live.  Let’s look at Israel.  Two years ago, it was considered dangerous to live in Chevron.  But it wasn’t perceived as dangerous to live in Efrat, and it was certainly permitted to live in Gilo.  During this intifida we have been told on an ever-widening basis where we can and cannot live.

 Our rabbis tell us, Bezman she-noheg dror ba-aretz noheg deror ba-chutz laaretz, uvezman she-eno noheg ba-aretz eino noheg be-chutz laaretz, when the laws of yovel and safety apply to the land of Israel, they also apply to lands outside of Israel, and when the laws of safety do not apply in the land of Israel then they also do not apply outside the land of Israel. 

We are living this today.  What began in Israel is now spreading throughout the world.  First Jews were told in Israel where they can live and where they can not live and now Jews are being told throughout the world where they can practice their Judaism and where they cannot  be Jewish.

If a Jew dares to wear a kippah on the streets of Europe he is quickly told by a fellow Jew don’t wear a kippah.  It is too dangerous.  First it was too dangerous in France, then in Belgium, then Germany, and most recently in England.  People in England are very fond of saying that England is the buffer between Europe and America.  What started in Israel has moved through Europe to England.  It is moving towards America.  And just recently  at a pro-Palestinian rally in Washington a speaker got up and openly spoke in front of thousands of people of bringing the intifida to the White House!

So I do believe that Jews today are not safe.  According to the rabbis definition of safe, we are not safe today.  We can not practice our Judaism however we want, and thus we are not safe.  Not in Israel, not in Europe, and not in New York.

But if the concept of deror teaches that we are not safe today.  The Torah also shows us through the mitzvah of yovel what is required from us in order to acquire a feeling of safety and security. 

Yovel is a blueprint of the path to safety.  Follow the guidelines of yovel and saftey will follow.  The Torah lists many aspects to yovel, but for now let’s focus on just two.

The Yovel year follows upon a year of shemittah.  In both of these years there was an obligation to let the land lie fallow.  For two years no one could work the land.  How were people to live?  It took tremendous faith in God to believe that God would provide for two years without working.  It was an almost superhuman faith in God.  Yet, that was what the Torah required.  

The Torah says, “If you ask, what will we eat?”  The answer is “ki li kol haaretz.”  God will provide. True safety arises only when the individual demonstrates complete faith in God.  Only then is one invulnerable.

But there is another major factor that leads to freedom. 

The Yovel year begins with sound of the shofar.  But it is a different shofar than the one sounded on Rosh Hashanah.  On Rosh Hashanah one shofar is sounded for the entire community.  Not so on the yovel; on the yovel everyone must be personally and actively involved.  Taaviru shofar be-khol artzechem, You should sound the shofar throughout your land.  The keywords are throughout your land.  Say our rabbis, kol yachid ve-yachid chayyav letekoah, every single individual is obligated to sound the call, to blast the siren for strength. The blast of the trumpet is a clarion call for safety.  The shofar is the human input into the divine plan.

Safety from our enemies will arrive when each of us as individuals sound our own shofar.  The obligation to sound an individual shofar is what ushers in the year of safety.  Perhaps this is because it is only if each of us as individuals feel free and bold enough to sound a personal shofar can we have the courage to live wherever we want.

To summarize: The mitzvah of yovel shows two paths to safety. Each and every individual must submit in full faith to God.  And each and every person must arise and proudly declare their freedom. 

This is how the Torah tells us we can accomplish deror—safety, which ultimately leads to true freedom.  If you want to be safe to live wherever you want, stand up, and declare your personal sovereignty.  And individually rely upon your faith in God.

Jews throughout the world are currently without deror, without the security to act openly and proudly as Jews wherever they want.  But what we do have is a guide from the Torah as to how to achieve safety. 

Each of us must accept our individual responsibility to sound the shofar to work for the cause of Jews throughout the world.  And each of must demonstrate an absolute faith in the correctness of our mission, our destiny and our God.  If we do, we will be on the path to true deror, true freedom.
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