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This post on “If Not Now, When?” the interactive blog of Anshe Chesed Fairmount Temple is 
excerpted from the Shabbat evening sermon shared by Rabbi Joshua Caruso at Anshe Chesed 
Fairmount Temple on Friday, April 20, 2018. You may learn more about Anshe Chesed Fairmount 
Temple at https://fairmounttemple.org! In addition, we welcome you to share this link by email, or 
post to social media such as Facebook or Twitter, or to make comments below, to engender 
valuable discussion on the topics raised in this sermon. 

Growing up in Manhattan, there were a lot of places my parents warned me to avoid, but the one area 
that loomed large in my mind was Times Square. No, not the Times Square of today. These were the 
days before Disney came to 42​nd​ Street. It was dingy, dank and darkly mysterious. Triple X film titles were 
haphazardly spelled on the marquees on 7​th​ Avenue. And dangerous-looking men and women were 
selling their wares to whomever passed by. 

But when I reached high school I did venture down there with my friends every so often, and the sight that 
was most disturbing were the shadowy figures who turned out to be what we pejoratively called, 
“Druggies”. I will confess that in my immaturity and fear, I villainized them. I demonized them. I branded 
them as “other”. I created sordid origin stories about their lives so I didn’t have relate to them. 

“They brought this on themselves”. 

“They could have made better choices”. 

Frankly put, I viewed that as a social plague, and Nancy Reagan’s call to “Just Say No” seemed spot on. 
Drugs were a scourge, a plague meant to be avoided – and its users should be dealt harshly by law 
enforcement. 
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This week’s Torah portion is also about enforcement towards people and things that were considered 
plagues on society. 

Tazria-Metzora, a double-portion for this Shabbat, makes every indication that we must acknowledge the 
plagues in our communities and address them as social ills. As you may be well aware, this Torah portion 
is considered one of the most difficult to tackle in the Torah canon, but it is also one of the most important. 

It conveys the urgency of removing someone who has a skin disease out of your community for fear of 
contagion. On the surface it might appear that the priestly enforcement of such disease is harsh towards 
the one infected, but if we look closer, perhaps Torah and the sages who comment on this after can shed 
some wisdom on how we confront the root ills in our society. After all, while those stricken with disease 
are jettisoned away for fear of contagion, they are ultimately welcomed back into the camp. 

Interestingly, while our Torah portion famously address people with disease, it also teaches that even 
physical homes carry plagues: 

 כִּי֤ תָבֹא֙וּ֙ אֶל־אֶרֶ֣ץ כְּנַעַ֔ן אֲשֶׁר֥ אֲנִי֛ נֹתֵן֥ לָכֶם֖ לַאֲחֻזָּה֑ וְנָתַתִּי֙ נֶגַ֣ע צָרַעַ֔ת בְּבֵי֖ת אֶרֶ֥ץ אֲחֻזַּתְכֶֽם׃

When you enter the land of Canaan that I give you as a possession, and I inflict an eruptive plague 
upon a house in the land you possess, 

יִת׃  וּבָא֙ אֲשֶׁר־לוֹ֣ הַבַּיִ֔ת וְהִגִּי֥ד לַכֹּהֵן֖ לֵאמֹר֑ כְּנֶגַ֕ע נִרְאָה֥ לִי֖ בַּבָּֽ

the owner of the house shall come and tell the priest, saying, “Something like a plague has 
appeared upon my house.” 

As a result, there were rituals that required the priests to investigate the plague, to determine if the house 
should be labeled as such, but many commentators actually don’t imagine that the plague was real at all. 
Those sages focus much more on the root cause of the plague rather than the plague itself. Commonly, 
commentators point to ​lashon hara​, or damaging gossip, as the root cause of the skin disease and the 
plagues that ensue. That is, the plague is viewed as a product of behavior. And the focus is on learning 
from the cause and eradicating the disease through treatment, not by punishment. 

There are other commentators that look deeper. Nehama Leibovitz, a 20th century Torah scholar, 
suggested that, ​“The Torah does not adopt a medical approach but regards the disease as a 
symptom of spiritual imbalance.”​ And in the Conservative movement’s Torah commentary, it says, ​“A 
home is a family’s private refuge. Thus a home afflicted by plague represents the breakdown of 
the social values that kept a family safe and united. It was a cause for concern if the problems of 
society-at-large had come to infect the home​… (​Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary​, The Rabbinical 
Assembly, 2001, p. 664). 

Perhaps, as the Torah points out above, appearance of the plague is a symbolic device to communicate 
needs still waiting to be addressed. The lasting memory of “those people” languishing on the streets of 
Times Square turned out to be a message that only made sense to me when I became fully aware of the 
extent of our community’s challenges with addiction. Today, this outsized crisis is threatening our 
communities and we must be awakened to its degree of severity. 

There is a midrash that questions why Abraham was told to “go forth from your land”. Rabbi Yitchak 
replied that Abraham could be “compared to a man who was traveling from place to place when he saw a 
burning castle. (Abraham) said, “Is it possible that this castle lacks a person to look after it? The owner of 
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the building looked out and said, “I am the owner of the castle.” …Abraham…said, “Is it possible that this 
castle has no master, no one to look after it?” the Holy Blessed One looked out and said to him, “I am the 
Master of the Universe.” …This passage suggests that when the world is on fire, it is seductive to 
outsource the work of doing the fixing to God or another. But when the palace is burning, we, like 
Abraham, must look no further than ourselves. 

Friends, the proverbial house, our community, is not only stricken with a plague of drug and opioid abuse 
– it is on fire. 

I use this pulpit tonight to continue to buttress what the Jewish community has begun to address – the 
acute opioid health crisis not only in our country, but specifically in our home state of Ohio. Thankfully, our 
Rabbi Nosanchuk is taking a leadership role in our community by serving on our region’s U.S. Attorney’s 
Opioid Task Force. And just weeks ago, Cleveland synagogues hosted speakers who have been touched 
by addiction. 

It is widely viewed that drugs and alcohol addiction is not a Jewish problem. But that’s not the case at all. 
Just this week I met with longtime Clevelander and clergy colleague, Cantor Laurel Barr. As many of you 
may already know. Cantor Barr’s son, Yoni, has been a drug addict for over 10 years now – he started at 
13. He ran with the wrong crowd, had a pre-disposition to drug use, and was withdrawn. As the years 
wore on, and Laurel and her husband tried year after year to get him into detox and recovery programs, 
Yoni continued to relapse and has been jailed for his continued drug use. If you know anything about 
opioids and drugs in general, they are highly addictive, hijacking the receptors in the brain and creating 
psychological and physical dependency – the same desires we use for food and intimacy. And, the 
hardest fact to face is that these drug dependencies are hijacking our children – because the frontal 
cortex is still developing in teenage brains. As a result, teens can become highly dependent on drugs, and 
it is an incredible challenge for them ever to recover. Laurel shared her story with me to advocate for her 
son, and for so many who suffer in silence. 

There are so many “Yoni’s” in America today; men and women who have become dependent on drugs 
are going to prison, charged as felons. It is the common wisdom of clinicians that the last place recovering 
addicts should be is put in isolation in prison after breaking probation so they can score more drugs – they 
need to be in community and part of a recovery culture. But we, in America, continue to hold blame and 
shame above mercy and ​teshuvah​. 

One of the things that stuck with me after speaking with Cantor Barr is that for years she never told 
anyone in her community about her son’s addiction crisis. She – and her son – felt that shame. And this 
strikes me as completely valid. 

Why wouldn’t she feel reticent to speak out and share Yoni’s story when few to no Jewish houses of 
worship host AA meetings? 

Why shouldn’t Jews in similar situations feel unwanted by the Jewish community when the Al-Anon 
recovery meetings for family and friends of addicts take place in churches and not synagogues? 

As Jews, it is our obligation to not stand idly by while our neighbors, and yes, they are our neighbors – 
Yoni grew up in Solon – find themselves alienated from the Jewish community, from the greater 
community. 

That is why a new project of our Reform movement’s social action arm, the Religious Action Center, 
helped clergy in our state (including your clergy here at temple) to create Reform Ohio. Reform Ohio 



looks to use the lessons of community organizing and create a network of congregations who can work 
for systemic change and tackle the plagues in our society. Reform Ohio connects Reform Jews from all 
over Ohio to walk together in common cause. Our first issue: tackling the plague of mass incarceration, 
and cutting off the addiction to prison pipeline. 

You can help. 

Our longtime members, Bob and Lynn Jacobs, are here tonight. They are collecting signatures to get an 
initiative on the ballot that is designed to increase public safety while decreasing incarceration. This ballot 
initiative, called the ​“Ohio Neighborhood Safety, Drug Treatment, and Rehabilitation Amendment”​, 
would reduce criminal offenses from felonies to misdemeanors for those who use or possess drugs. For 
young adults like Yoni, such a plan could be transformative, offering more beds for recovery; not jail cells, 
where addicts only return after their release. 

In closing, no one would ever imagine that a plague would be good news for anyone, but ​medieval 
commentator, Rashi, says just that. He wrote, ​“This is good news, when the plagues come! 
Because…gold treasures (are hidden) in the walls of their houses… And as a result of the plague, 
the owner breaks down the house and finds them!” 

If our proverbial plague-ridden palace is burning, we must see ourselves as its owners. Once we break 
down those walls, and practice justice with unending mercy, then we will surely discover great treasures, 
our children, who are suffering under the brutal tyranny of fentanyl and other drugs that have hijacked 
their essence and spirit. 

If we were all to take one positive step forward tonight, in addition to signing the petition, it is to stop 
demonizing the vulnerable in our midst as I did all those years ago on 42nd Street. Let us lead with 
mercy, and remember what we have forgotten – that each of us belongs to one another. 

Amen. 

 


