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\/ Inspired by the Jewish commitment to justice for 30 years

The 5776 (2015-2016) cycle of Dvar Tzedek is a special one. To commemorate AJ\WS’s 30th anniversary, we are
sharing a selection of some of our favorite commentaries from past years. Each legacy commentary will be
introduced with a related reflection on AJWS’s work and contemporary issues.

Introductory Reflection

In his 2010 Dvar Tzedek on Parashat Beshalach, Guy Itzak Austrian reflects on his visit to the Cambodian Killing
Fields, where he saw a memorial displaying the remains of those brutally murdered in the Cambodian genocide.
Guy contrasts the Cambodians’ open display of this painful history with a midrash on the parashah, in which God
leads the Israelites on a circuitous route that would spare them from seeing the bones of those who died in the
wilderness “laying in heaps on the road.” In his haunting piece about the utility of confronting the traumas of the
past in order to heal, Guy combines insights from the parashah with an analysis of Cambodia’s contemporary
challenges.

Unfortunately, the country’s difficulties did not end with the Killing Fields; today, according to Transparency
International, Cambodia is considered one of the 20 most corrupt countries in the world. AJWS grantee Youth
Resource Development Program (YRDP) works to change this reality. YRDP has organized 40,000 Cambodian
youth to create a movement for social change. The group trains Cambodian youth to think for themselves, gain
confidence in public speaking, and solve problems in their communities. Additionally, YRDP played a key role in
the 2013 elections that challenged the ruling party’s decades-long reign. YRDP members and alumni exercised
their right to vote in droves, served as election observers, and joined and staged peaceful demonstrations when
the ruling party was re-elected despite strong indications that the election wasn't fair. In the face of police
brutality and prohibitions against free speech, these young activists have shown fellow Cambodians that a freer
future is possible.

Guy’s Dvar Tzedek below is a message to these courageous leaders—and all who seek to heal societal wounds. He
urges them to approach reconciliation from conflict with humility and patience. “Only when the right conditions
are joined by the right spirit,” he says, “can such a process succeed in helping a developing society to heal and
move forward.”

Parashat Beshalach 5776

By Guy Itzak Austrian
January 23, 2016
(Reprised from January 30, 2010)

| arched my head back and looked up at a tower of nearly 9,000 human skulls. Rising 62 meters into the air, stacked
and piled and encased in glass, the skulls belonged to Cambodians murdered during the Khmer Rouge regime in the
late 1970s. This upsetting memorial now stands in the infamous “Killing Fields,” where prisoners were butchered
after enduring torture at Tuol Sleng, the Khmer Rouge’s interrogation compound in Phnom Penh.



It has been a couple of years since | visited Tuol Sleng and the Killing Fields. But my memories of the piles of bones
came tumbling back when | encountered a midrash on Parashat Beshalach. The Torah portion tells us that following
the Exodus, God did not lead the Israelites on a direct route to the Promised Land, through the land of the Philistines,
lest the Israelites have “a change of heart when they see war.”* The midrash suggests what vision of “war” they
would have seen: the bones of 300,000 Israelites from the tribe of Ephraim, laying “in heaps on the road.”

This troubling midrash relates a tradition that some or all of the tribe of Ephraim died in the wilderness. Having
miscalculated the end of the 400 years of slavery which God prophesied to Abraham,’ they left Egypt on their own,
30 years ahead of schedule, and were slaughtered by the Philistines. God circumvents the scene of this tragedy,
believing that the rest of the Israelites, having just emerged from their long period of oppression and violence, are not
ready to encounter the sheer horror of these skeletons.* As the midrash states, “Therefore the Holy Blessed One
reasoned: If Israel behold the bones of the Ephraimites strewn in the path, they will return to Egypt.”

Confronting the bones of the past has taken on new urgency in Cambodia recently, as the former commander of Tuol
Sleng, known as Comrade Duch, has stood trial for the atrocities that took place.® The trial has offered an opportunity
for the Cambodian public to revisit the scenes of horror from that era, but it has also raised difficult questions about
the usefulness of these revelations in a developing country that is still struggling with profound and immediate
challenges, including deep poverty and public health crises.

Since 1979, at least 60 countries have been involved in what is called post-conflict justice (also known as transitional
justice)’ —trials, truth commissions and other processes designed to “address legacies of past human rights abuses,
mass atrocity, or other forms of severe social trauma, including genocide or civil war, in order to build a more
democratic, just, or peaceful future.”® Countries that engage in transitional justice must weigh the possibility that
such efforts will result in despair, distraction or renewed violence. As one Cambodian survivor recently wrote about
Comrade Duch’s trial:

It will only stir more anger and misery and hate... Around 70 percent of Cambodia’s population is
under 30 years old. They didn’t experience the Killing Fields, and they face enough challenges in
their daily struggle to make ends meet.”
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Similarly with the Israelites, God worries that as they begin to move toward a new life, the people will confront the
terrible toll of a previous attempt at freedom and will abandon their own journey. Yet Jewish tradition holds out hope
that the horrors of the past may eventually be redeemed. The Talmud™ records the possibility that the bones of the
Ephraimites were the same bones that the prophet Ezekiel later saw in his famous vision:

[God] took me out by the spirit of the Lord and set me down in the valley. It was full of bones ...
there were very many of them spread over the valley, and they were very dry. He said to me, “O
mortal, can these bones live again?” | replied, “O Lord God, only You know."**

Ezekiels plaintive reply suggests to us the humility with which we must approach post-conflict justice, which
“requires balancing pressing moral demands for action with a recognition of the practical and political limitations that
characterize transitional contexts.”'? We may assert as a matter of principle that societies ought to confront their
pasts. We may advocate for such processes to take place. Yet we must proceed with the humble awareness that in
such complex, emotional terrain, we cannot be certain whether or how a given process will help or hinder a
developing society.

Only when the right conditions are joined by the right spirit can such a process succeed in helping a developing
society to heal and move forward, thus fulfilling the words of Ezekiel’s prophecy: “Thus said the Lord God to these
bones: | will cause breath to enter you and you shall live again.”*’

Guy Austrian serves as spiritual leader of the Fort Tryon Jewish Center, an independent traditional
egalitarian community in Washington Heights-Inwood, New York City. He completed his studies at the
Jewish Theological Seminary with rabbinic ordination and an M.A. in Liturgy. He previously served as
Cooperberg-Rittmaster Rabbinic Intern at Congregation Beit Simchat Torah (CBST) and Director of Social
Action/Social Justice at Congregation B’nai Jeshurun (B)), both in New York. Guy lives in Washington
Heights with his spouse, Rabbi Jill Jacobs, and their children. You can reach him by e-mail at

rabbi@ftjc.org.
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