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On Zealotry and the Pursuit of Peace
Torah Reading: Numbers 25:10 - 30:1
Haftarah Reading: Jeremiah 1:1 - 2:3

Our Torah portion this week recalls a man named Pinchas, the great-nephew of Moses, who engages in an
act of vigilante violence. The Israelites are in the midst of a plague, brought down by God as penance for
rampant acts of sexual immorality. Pinchas responds by capturing a couple in flagrante delicto, and
executing them-- stabbing the pair of them through with his spear.

The Torah offers Pinchas praise-- he is rewarded for his action with God's eternal covenant of peace, and his
decisive, bloody act puts an immediate stop to further dying. Calm is restored to the Israelite camp.

And yet, we instinctively recoil from Pinchas' brutal zealotry. We have to believe that it is not the only way
that peace might have been obtained. We are horrified by this text of terror.

I believe we are not alone in that horror.

Two thousand years ago, the Sages of the Talmud selected potions from the Books of the Prophets, haftarot,
to pair with our weekly Torah reading. In general, they chose selections that would bolster and amplify the
message of the Torah that we had just read.
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