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A Human Being is Always Dangerous
By Rabbi Leah Berkowitz
Cross-posted to The Vassar Temple Blog. My sermon in response to recent acts of gun violence.
With thanks to Rabbi Rebecca Reice, who originally explained to me the concept of tam and mu’ad.
I didn’t want to talk about gun violence tonight. I actually started writing another sermon, one
connecting the Torah portion to a book I was reading, which is one of my favorite ways to preach. But
even as I wrote, there was a nagging feeling that I should be writing about the incidents in California
and Colorado Springs this past week. I pushed the urge down, saying to myself that it’s too
controversial to discuss this so early in my tenure here. That I’m too busy this week to do the topic
justice. That I’m just not ready.
And then I heard myself say, “Finish the sermon you were writing. There will be another shooting.
It’s not like you’ll miss your opportunity.” And that thought was too much for me to bear.
Three years ago, almost to the week, I stood on the bimah in North Carolina and mourned for the
young victims of the Sandy Hook Elementary shooting. Our parasha, like this one, was from the
Joseph narrative, and I spoke about Jacob’s perceived loss of his son and the unimaginably terrible
pain of losing a child. I urged my community to take action to prevent future massacres. And I
prayed, quite fiercely, that I would never have to give a sermon like that again.
And here we are.
It isn’t one particularly earth-shattering tragedy that has pushed me to speak this evening, the way
the Sandy Hook shooting did three years ago. It is not that one of the recent shootings targeted a
women’s health clinic, which touches on issues close to my heart. It is not even that, despite all their
prayers and statements of support, our lawmakers failed to pass any sensible gun legislation in the
wake of these attacks. It is that there have been so many shootings in the last year that I no longer
even feel the need to click on the headlines.
There have been 12,236 deaths from gun violence in 2015, and nearly twice that number of gunrelated injuries. And the year is not over.
The British journalist Dan Hodges put it best when he said: “In retrospect Sandy Hook marked the
end of the US gun control debate. Once America decided killing children was bearable, it was over.”

Gun violence has become the white noise in the background of American society. And that is
unacceptable.
Rabbi Jeff Salkin writes that silence is not an
option in this situation, nor are sending our
prayers and thoughts adequate. “Prayer and good
thoughts,” he writes, “are too easy. They are
cheap. I want to hear screaming. I want to hear
crying. I want to hear moaning.”
Lamentation is a timeless and appropriate Jewish
response to senseless destruction. But that is also
not enough. Our tradition demands that, when
our fellow human beings are in danger, we take
action.
This is not a left or right issue, or at least, it
shouldn’t be. This is a human issue. This is an American issue. And this is a Jewish issue.
This is a Jewish issue, not because the Bible preaches non-violence. The Bible is loaded with
violence. It is not a Jewish issue because the Bible advocates peace and tolerance. The Bible demands
war and conquest and the smashing of foreign idols.
This is a Jewish issue, because the Bible is a book that demands the taking of responsibility, as
individuals, and as a community, for that which has the potential to do harm. And strangely enough,
we learn this from the Torah’s teachings on animal husbandry.
We read in Exodus that if an ox gores a person, the ox is put to death, and the owner is not held
accountable. However, if the owner was previously aware that the ox was a danger to human beings,
the owner, too, would be put to death, because the owner did not protect people from an animal the
owner knew to be dangerous (Ex. 21:28-29).
This leads to a discussion in the Mishnah about how we interact with animals that are safe (tam)
verses animals that are known to be dangerous (mu’ad). The distinction is important, because if an
animal is mu’ad, its owner is responsible for keeping it from causing people harm, and held
accountable, even to the point of capital punishment, if that animal hurts someone.
The rabbis ask: What is a tam [animal], and what is one which is mu’ad? “Amu’ad [animal] is any
one about which people have given testimony for three days. And a tam one is that which has
refrained [from doing damage] on three days,” the words of R. Judah. R. Meir says, “A mu’ad animal

is one against which people have given testimony for three times. And a tam one is any which
infants or nurslings can touch without its goring them” (M. Bava Kamma 2:4).
Some species of animal are always considered mu’ad, unless they can be trained, while others are
considered mu’ad only for certain behaviors that are typical to their species: kicking, pushing, or
eating something it is known to eat (M. Bava Kamma 1:4).
A firearm may not be an animal. But a firearm is, without question, mu’ad.
Firearms have not gone three days without doing damage. In fact, only 336 days into the year, there
had been 355 mass shootings, more than one for every day of the year. On Wednesday, the day of the
San Bernadino shooting, there was also a shooting in Savannah, GA, which killed one woman and
injured three men, and barely made the news.
Firearms are not something a child can touch without injury. A study by the Harvard School of
Public Health and the University of Vermont finds that 110 children under 14 are killed accidentally
by guns each year, while another studyestimates that seven children and teens are shot to death each
day, whether accidentally or on purpose.
And unlike a mu’ad animal, guns are only tam, safe, in the most particular of circumstances: in the
right hands, with the proper training, and with every possible safety measure. And unlike
a mu’ad animal, which might be used for agriculture or transportation, a firearm, particularly an
assault weapon, does not have any purpose other than to kill living beings, specifically humans.
This does not mean that there is no place for gun ownership in our society, though I personally wish
that I lived in a world where gun ownership was rare. Something mu’ad is not something that
cannot exist and must be destroyed. Rather, it is something that must be contained and regulated in
order to ensure public safety. And if that cannot be accomplished, the owner of that which ismu’ad is
held responsible for the damage caused.
As they conclude their conversation about which animals are tam and mu’ad, the rabbis say
something chilling: A human being is always mu’ad, whether s/he causes damage unintentionally or
intentionally, whether awake or asleep. If a person blinds another person’s eye or breaks another
person’s property, s/he pays full damages (M. Bava Kamma 2:6).
This tells us something heartbreaking that we probably already knew about ourselves: we can be
dangerous, and we frequently hurt others. But this passage also reminds us of something vitally
important. We are responsible for the damage we cause even when it is unintentional. We are
responsible even when our eyes are closed. We are responsible even when we don’t click on the
headline.

We often say that guns don’t kill people, people kill people. But we must amend that. People who
make it easier for dangerous people to obtain guns kill people.
We may not own firearms ourselves, or we may own them and care for them in a safe and lawabiding manner. We may not provide firearms to others. But we are citizens of this nation, where the
gun murder rate is 20 times that of any other developed country. We are citizens of a nation where,
even in the wake of 20 children being shot in their elementary school classrooms, an assault weapons
ban could not be passed in our Senate. We are citizens of a nation where, even after five mass
shootings in a seven-day period, no legislation regarding background checks could even be
discussed. If we knowingly allow this epidemic of gun violence to continue, when we have the power
to stop it, we are just as responsible as the person who is pulling the trigger. We know that we
are mu’ad. We cannot neglect our responsibility to protect people from harm.
I will not say definitively what each of us needs to do. We are a politically diverse community, and I
know that we differ in our opinions about the root of this problem. I will only say that, as Jews, we
cannot do nothing. We must hold ourselves accountable, and we must hold our government
accountable as well.
If we believe that this is a mental health issue, we must demand increased funding for inpatient and
outpatient mental health care in this country.
If we believe this is an illegal trafficking issue, then we must demand greater enforcement of firearm
trafficking laws.
If we believe that certain weapons are always mu’ad, we must demand bans on assault weapons and
high-capacity magazines.
And if we believe, as the rabbis did, that human beings are always mu’ad, we must demand stricter
regulations on who can purchase a firearm and when. For instance, the Religious Action Center of
Reform Judaism is currently working on legislation that will make it more difficult for stalkers and
domestic abusers to purchase weapons. Currently, such provisions only apply to those who have
abused their spouses, not to those who abuse their domestic or dating partners, which leaves nearly
half of the potential victims completely unprotected.
After Shabbat, I urge you to visit the Religious Action Center to show your support for this, and
other, legislation aimed at preventing gun violence. NFTY, our youth movement, also has a campaign
for gun violence prevention.
No, this will not stop every mass shooting, or every act of domestic violence, or every purposeful or
accidental shooting of a child. But if our actions could prevent even one unnecessary death or injury,

why would we not act? And if we know the dangers posed by our existing laws, and we do not act to
prevent even one shooting, what does that make us?
It makes us mu’ad.
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