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This week's Torah portion or parashah is from the book of Exodus,
chapters 18 through 20.  This Torah portion is called Yitro, 
the Hebrew version of the name Jethro, Moses' father in-law; 
thus named as it opens with Jethro accompanying Tsipporah, his daughter 
and Moses' wife, along with their two sons.  They're going to join Moses 
in the wilderness near Sinai after the exodus from slavery in Egypt.
At the end of this Torah portion we read of the divine revelation 
at Mt Sinai.  Here the revelation includes just the "Ten Commandments,"
but rabbinic tradition claims that the Sinai revelation included all the rest 

of both the "written Torah" as well as the "oral Torah" – 
which supposedly came to be written in the Talmud.

The "Ten Commandments" here will provide a springboard this Shabbat 

for our exploration of what we all feel to be "guidelines for a good life."

First, I'll outline some key points in this week's Torah portion

that may help frame and contribute to our discussion.

Our story begins here with Jethro, Moses' father in-law, 

going into the wilderness with his daughter and grandsons

to join Moses along with the Hebrews and others 

who'd recently escaped from slavery in Egypt.
Jethro right off sees that Moses is trying to lead the people all by himself, 
trying single-handedly to resolve all their problems and disagreements.

After watching Moses all day work to help and referee among the masses 
of ex-slaves, Jethro says to Moses:

"What is this thing that you are doing to the people?  

Why do you act alone?  (18.14)  …
The thing you are doing is not right.  You will surely wear yourself out

and these people as well, for the task is too heavy for you.

You cannot do it alone!  (18.17-18)  …

You shall seek out from among all the people 

those of ability… & honesty, who loathe unjust gain.
Set up these ones as officers… 

and let them be the regular judges for the people.

Every major matter have them bring to you,

and every small matter they will decide."  (18.21-22)
Reasonable advice, assuming you can find good people to appoint –

who don't withdraw their names from nomination 

because they won't be team players, or didn't pay their taxes, or such.

Of course, this passage also indicates a cultural evolution 

in the decentralization & delegation of authority.

Thus we are reminded here that cultural evolution has been part 
of every chapter and aspect of the human experience.

This concept of cultural evolution can, of course, greatly help us 
to understand the development of all human laws, lore, and literature, 

the changes over time in human habitats, practices, and beliefs.

Yesterday many in the world celebrated the 200th anniversary 
of Charles Darwin's birth – along with that of Abraham Lincoln,
to whom we'll return momentarily.

Darwin collected a huge amount of evidence that supported his theory 
of evolution by natural selection, a process that operated 

independently of any deity.  Darwin began as a person of conventional theological beliefs, yet these changed has he saw strong evidence 

for biological evolution that operated by only natural causes.

He came to see no role for supernatural causation 
in the origins of the species.
So while he acknowledged some valuable moral teachings in religions,

he also regarded many religious doctrines as claims lacking evidence.

Thus as Secular Humanistic Jews, we join with others around the world
in celebrating Darwin's contributions and insights

which have helped transform our understandings of life itself 

and its open-ended questions, challenges, and possibilities.

Returning from Darwin back to our Torah portion, 
let's consider a few interesting and puzzling particulars 

related to the story of the divine revelation at Mt. Sinai.
First, there is no exact information about where this mountain is,
and nobody to this day can identify the location with certainty.

Second, there are 3 different versions of the "Ten Commandments" 
in the Torah - in Exodus 20, Exodus 34, & Deuteronomy 5.

Seems that if Moses was dutifully writing down the deity's exact words,
then we'd only have one consistent version of the Ten Commandments.

Related to this point, there are diverse opinions as to where to divide 
the verses in these passages into Ten Commandments.
Third, the story describes all the Hebrews gathered at the foot of Mt Sinai

and agreeing to the covenant of obeying the deity's commandments (19.5-8) 

before he'd even told them what was required; no informed consent here.

Fourth, the covenant and commandments bear striking similarities 

to pre-biblical texts - particularly Hittite treaties w/ conquered peoples 

and to the legal codes of ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt  (Plaut 525).
Given all that, let's consider the Ten Commandments as written in Ex 20, as they are defined and divided up 

by the prevailing traditional Jewish interpretation.

The 1st 4 commandments or mitsvot 

are sometimes referred to as ritual commandments 

as contrasted with ethical ones. 

Thus the 1st Commandment identifies Yahweh as the deity to worship

because he freed the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt.

The 2nd prohibits the worship of other gods in addition to Yahweh.

The 3rd prohibits falsely swearing an oath to the god Yahweh.

The 4th prescribes the observance of the Sabbath.

The last 6 commandments are ethical or moral in nature.

The 5th prescribes honoring one's mother and father.

The 6th prohibits murder.

The 7th prohibits adultery, defined in the Bible as 

a married or engaged woman having sex with any man 

other than her husband.  Sadly, there is a clear double standard here 
in that adultery penalties do not apply to a married or engaged man having sex with any unmarried or unengaged woman other than his wife.  

The inequity of this and similar cultural patterns speaks for itself.
The 8th Commandment prohibits stealing.

The 9th prohibits lying or "bearing false witness."
The 10th Commandment tells one to not "covet" - to not desire to take -
others' spouses or houses or various belongings.
This is the only one of the 10 that focuses on one's emotions,
which, as we all know, are even more challenging to guide or control 

than our thoughts and behaviors.

Clearly, there is some merit & wisdom in these "Commandments,"

perhaps even evolutionary reasons for their being widely shared. 

Most people do try to be respectful toward their parents and elders,

to not harm others, to be honest, to respect their commitments & those of others, & to direct their hearts as well deeds toward the positive.

Of course, regardless of our beliefs, we don't always live up to our ideals. 

Many people think faith in a deity necessary to make human beings moral.

They claim that if not for divine laws, rewards & punishments, 

then humans would behave horribly toward all.

Yet many of us observe that those who do behave horribly are –

often as not - believers in a deity's existence and judgments.
Likewise, many of us behave according to shared moral principles
without expecting divine rewards or fearing a god's wrath.

Our faith or belief focuses on the capacity of human beings 

to live good, meaningful, and moral lives, 

to be creative, compassionate, and reasonable,

and to work for the improvement of the world, for tiqqun ha-olam.

We see evidence of this in the lives of both Charles Darwin

and Abraham Lincoln, our honored free-thinkers who's experiences – 

good, bad, & mixed – led them to question conventional religious claims,

& to forge new understandings of our own humanity & that of others.

This week's Torah portion tells the tale of a people 

recently having escaped from slavery and creating a new moral order.

As we reflect on the emancipation of the Hebrews and others from Egypt, we are mindful also of the long hard road to freedom 

for Black Americans.  They only recently have achieved a milestone -

along with our entire nation –

in the election of our first president of African heritage,

whose parents, by the way, were both humanists.
Thus we also celebrate tonight Lincoln's legacy, a great if imperfect one,
of abhorring slavery and aiding in its abolition.

Let me conclude this d'var Torah, this word of instruction,

by encouraging us to find inspiration 

in both the real experiences and fantastic tales

of those who sought freedom in its many forms.

We may find such inspiration in those enslaved who struggle 

to gain control their own labor and lives. 

We may find it also in those – like Darwin & Lincoln –

who searched for new ways to understand the world or make it more just.

May we – together and individually - forge our own freedoms & principles to help us to live up to our own highest ideals.

May it be so.  May we each strive to make it so.  Amen.
Let us now share a moment of silent reflection.
