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5772     By Rabbi Noah Arnow 
             
Two sardines were startled, in the depths of the ocean, when a submarine 
glided by. Said one, "Heavens, what's that?" "Nothing," said the other. "Just 
a can of people." 
  
This is a joke about seeing things from a different perspective, and that's the 
theme I want to think about with you this morning. The world as we know it 
is designed primarily for people who can see, hear, walk, speak, read, eat, 
write, remember, and who have many other abilities which I, usually, and 
probably most of us, take pretty much for granted. 
  
But what if that were not so? In our world, being fully abled is the norm. But 
what if being differently-abled were the norm, and being fully able were 
abnormal? How would our society, our laws, our Jewish community, look 
different? 
Let's try a thought experiment. Imagine for a moment that the vast majority 
of people in the world were differently-abled rather than fully abled. That is, 
imagine every one of us was challenged to function in some area of ability. 
In that kind of world, we'd spend a lot more effort to make sure life was 
accessible to the widest possible range of people. We'd make sure that every 
walk signal and elevator also made a sound for those who could hear but not 
see. We'd make sure every single public space had ramps and elevators. 
We'd have Braille transcriptions of everything piece of written material, 
from the Torah to tax forms. Every class and talk would also have people 
who sign for the deaf giving simultaneous translation. There would be 
professional sports teams for the blind, the deaf, the wheelchair-bound. 
Every teacher would be trained in teaching children with different needs, 
and kids would not see their peers as different. 
The biggest change would probably be in our attitudes. No longer would 
differently-abled people be other, different. Rather, they would be us, our 
friends, our parents, our children. 
  
Rabbi Elliot Dorff, a leading thinker of the Conservative Movement and 
Beth El's Scholar-in-Residence the last weekend in April proposes this very 
thought experiment. And he suggests that it may not be as farfetched as it 
seems. Because if you think about it, you could say that we all are 
temporarily-abled. That is to say, the abilities that we now have, and 



probably take for granted, are often only temporary. As we age, we tend to 
lose various abilities. Our knees, our physical strength, our mental acuity 
and memory, our hearing, our vision, often deteriorate as we get older. No 
one is immune to these effects-not Olympic athletes, and not us. 
  
A young wheelchair-bound woman once said to a group, "Don't care about 
the disabled out of sympathy. Care for them for your own selfish reasons, for 
you too will be like me someday." 
  
So, to begin to think of each of ourselves as differently abled, or temporarily 
abled, may not be such a stretch. The way I see it, what leads to greater 
compassion for others, greater understanding and acceptance of others, is 
being able to flip our perspectives, to say, "I can see it from your point of 
view, too," to walk in someone's shoes for a while. And I want to give a 
couple Jewish examples of this. 
  
This Shabbat is called Shabbat Zachor because of the special maftir, the 
special reading we read from Deuteronomy, about remembering what 
Amalek did to us. And what was it that was so terrible that Amalek did? He 
cut down the weak in the back of the Israelites, the ones who, according to 
one commentator, could not walk well-people who were differently abled. 
The Torah here is drawing a very stark contrast between the way Amalek 
sees people and the way Jews should see people. Amalek sees people who 
are differently abled the easy pickings. And we see taking advantage of 
people who are differently abled as an abomination whose very essence and 
memory should be blotted out. 
  
One other example, from Megillat Esther, the story of Purim, which we read 
Wednesday night and Thursday morning. The story is rife with changes in 
perspective, with things being turned upside down. The most obvious 
example plays with the perspective of Achashverosh. He goes from 
elevating Haman to be his deputy and having no concern for Jews to hanging 
Haman and loving Jews, or at least his queen, Esther. And it's Esther who 
opens his eyes, by helping Achashverosh understand what will happen to her 
if Haman's plan succeeds. 
  
Judaism demands that we strive to see other perspectives, to put ourselves in 
another's shoes, to see other sides of arguments, to remember the stranger, 
for we were strangers in the land of Egypt. It's so hard to really understand 



what it's like to be someone else. It's impossible, really. But it's that struggle 
that makes us more human, and more holy. 
We have all been on the other side, wishing someone else could understand 
just for a moment what it's like to be us. Because the idea, of course, is that 
understanding people deeply leads us to treat them with greater kindness, 
sensitivity and appreciation.     
             
This coming week is Abilities Awareness Week in Voorhees, and I want to 
take this opportunity to publicly recognize Linda Harowitz, a Beth El 
member, who has really taken the lead in creating Abilities Awareness Week 
in Voorhees, and putting this issue on the radar screen of so many people 
and institutions in our community. And right now, in the chapel, our own 
Project Lev is having a special service with Junior Congregation. I'm really 
proud that Beth El has been a place, for years now, where kids of a wide 
range of abilities, can get a Jewish education and where they and their 
families can be part of a Jewish community. 
  
This week, of Purim, of Abilities Awareness Week, try to change your 
perspective. Think for a moment what it would be like to be differently 
abled than you are right now. Take a moment to appreciate the way your 
body and mind work in miraculous ways. Esther is the hero of the Purim 
story because she opens Achashverosh's eyes to the fact that Jews are real 
people, who matter. Blotting out the memory of Amalek means standing up 
always, for the dignity of everyone, regardless of their abilities, or ours. The 
examples from Esther and Amalek show us how we sometimes need to alter 
our perspectives, so as to always, always see ourselves and everyone around 
us as being created in the image of God. Shabbat Shalom and Chag Purim 
Sameach. 
  
  
  
 


