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Two hundred years ago, there was a little boy named Ignaz Semmelweis. He was born in 
Hungary and grew up to become a famous doctor. The discovery that made him famous is 
something that we now take for granted. It all began when he showed up for his new job in 
the maternity clinic at the General Hospital in Vienna. While working at this clinic, Dr. 
Semmelweis noticed something troubling. There were two maternity wards in the hospital. 
One was staffed by all male doctors and medical students, and the other was staffed by 
female midwives.  
 
In the ward staffed by doctors, a lot of women were dying from something called puerperal 
fever, more commonly known as childbed fever. Now the ward staffed by midwives also 
had a few women dying of the same disease, but there was a clear difference in the 
numbers. Dr. Semmelweis decided to collect data on each ward and discovered that women 
in the doctors’ ward were five times more likely to die in the hospital than women in the 
midwives’ ward. 
 
As a scientist and a doctor who wanted the best for his patients, Dr. Semmelweis worked 
hard to figure out what might be causing the increased mortalities in the doctors’ ward. He 
carefully observed every difference between the two wards. And anything that seemed to 
be working well in the midwives’ ward, he ordered they also do in the doctors’ ward. They 
tried everything from rolling mothers onto their side instead of their back to taking away a 
loud bell that a priest would ring in the doctors’ ward. But nothing seemed to make a 
difference.  
 
Feeling discouraged, Dr. Semmelweis decided to take a break and traveled to Venice to 
clear his head. While he was away, one of his colleagues at the hospital pricked his finger 
while performing an autopsy on a woman. And shortly thereafter, this male doctor 
developed all the symptoms of childbed fever and passed away. 
 
This sad occurrence gave Dr. Semmelweis a crucial piece of information. It wasn’t just 
women in childbirth who could get puerperal fever. It suddenly occurred to Dr. 
Semmelweis that the big difference between the doctors’ ward and the midwives’ ward was 
that the doctors were doing autopsies and the midwives weren’t. 
 
This difference led Semmelweis to believe that doctors were getting “cadaverous particles” 
on their hands during the autopsies and then unintentionally contaminating the women 
with these particles as they used their hands to help deliver the babies. No one knew what 
germs were back then. But if this hypothesis was correct, then all the doctors had to do was 
remove the particles from their hands, and they should see a significant drop in the rate of 
puerperal fever. 
 



To test this theory, Dr. Semmelweis ordered his medical staff to start cleaning their hands 
and instruments with a chlorine solution.  And low and behold, once the medical staff 
started washing their hands, the rate of childbed fever fell dramatically. 
 
Dr. Semmelweis had solved the problem. But the people around him weren’t exactly 
thrilled, because his hypothesis made it look like doctors were the ones giving childbed 
fever to their patients. No one wanted to be accused of something so terrible. And no one 
wanted to look critically at their own possible role in a large-scale problem. 
 
Today, as we observe Yom Kippur, we are encouraged to perform the difficult task of 
reflection and taking responsibility for mistakes large and small. The traditional Yom 
Kippur liturgy has us read through a long list of common mistakes that people make. The 
prayers with these lists are all worded in the plural form, saying “we messed up,” rather 
than simply “I messed up” in order to make this process easier. 
 
Some of the sins that we confess to in this format are incredibly specific, while others are 
intentionally vague. Today I want to focus on just one line from a Yom Kippur prayer called 
Al Cheit. This line says “Al cheit she-chatanu l’fanecha b’zadon uvishgagah,” meaning “for 
the sin we have committed against You consciously or unconsciously.” 
 
When some people think of a sin, they imagine an action that was the result of a conscious 
decision. For example, we know that it is wrong to steal. But we might still make a 
conscious decision to go out of our way in order to take extra bars of soap from a hotel. 
Very few people accidentally knock a bar of soap or tiny bottle of shampoo into their 
suitcase on the way out. Taking that product is something we specifically intend to do. 
 
But what about when we borrow a pen and genuinely forget to return it when we are done? 
Is that a sin like stuffing a suitcase full of hotel soap? We had every intention of returning 
the pen when we borrowed it. We did not make a conscious decision to steal the writing 
utensil. Not returning it was simply an oversight. But whether or not we intended to steal, 
the original owner is now short a pen, perhaps even tragically pen-less due to our mistake. 
These two mundane situations raise an important spiritual question: When it comes to sin, 
is it the intention or the impact of an action that matters most? 
 
Always one for nuance, Judaism teaches that there are different levels of sin. The most 
serious level of sin is to act with full knowledge of an action’s immorality and with the full 
intention to cause harm. In Hebrew, we would say this type of sin is committed b’zadon (or 
b’mezid if you prefer rabbinic Hebrew to biblical Hebrew). 
 
The second most serious level of sin is a harmful action done by accident. In Hebrew, we 
would say this sin is committed b’shogeg. The person who sins by accident is still 
responsible for their actions, but we consider the sin to be less serious than a sin 
committed intentionally. 
 



And at the bottom of the sin list, there is the type of sin committed by someone who had no 
idea that what they were doing was wrong. Due to their ignorance, they truly had no 
awareness of the impact of their actions and certainly no intention to cause harm. 
 
Since our Social Action Committee at Or Ami will be focusing on issues of racism this year, I 
am going to illustrate what these different levels of sin look like in terms of racism. 
 
But first, I will explain why is racism is a sin from a Jewish perspective. The Torah teaches 
that God created all human beings equally “B’tzelem Elohim” or made in the image of God 
(Genesis 1:26-27). That includes people of all skin tones, from the ruddy King David to the 
Kushite wife of Moses, who would be described as black in today’s terminology (See 1 
Samuel 16:12 and Numbers 12:1). 
 
The Mishnah further explains that we are specifically informed of our common ancestors, 
i.e. Adam and Eve, so that no person can say, “My ancestors were greater than yours” 
(Mishnah, Sanhedrin 4:5). It doesn’t matter what racial or ethnic background we come 
from. We are all ultimately B’nei Adam, the children of Adam, sharing 99.9% of our DNA 
with every other person on earth. 
 
Yet somehow, in spite of what the Torah and science have to say about our profound 
connectedness, we have created reasons to separate ourselves from one another and 
discriminate based on race. As with other sins, this can happen on multiple levels. 
 
An example of the most egregious and easiest to identify type of racism would be 
something like putting on a white hood and burning a cross on someone’s lawn in order to 
terrorize them. It’s pretty clear when someone does such a thing that their intention was to 
harm another person because of their race. 
 
But the majority of racism in our country today doesn’t fall into that category. Most racist 
behaviors fall somewhere between the second and third categories of sin. People can say or 
do racist things without the intent to be racist, often because they are unaware of the 
impact of their words or actions. Much like the doctors in Hungary 200 years ago, we can 
spread the germs of racism without even knowing it. 
 
For example, a common form of racism today is discrimination on the job market. A lot of 
employers believe they are not racist, because it is not their conscious intent to 
discriminate. But when they interview people, they tend to hire white candidates over 
candidates from other racial and ethnic backgrounds. Employers may not purposely intend 
to discriminate, but they are discriminating nonetheless. 
 
To illustrate how this plays out, imagine a construction company with two job openings. 
One is for a managerial position, the other for a position involving manual labor. Many 
people apply for the managerial position, including a Mexican American man and a white 
Canadian man with the same level of education and years of experience. After interviewing 
both of them, the company owner offers the managerial position to the white Canadian 
man. There’s just something about him that seems “managerial.” While the company owner 



was also impressed with the Mexican American man, he just didn’t feel like a good “fit” for 
the managerial position. As a compromise, the company owner said he would hire the 
Mexican American man for the other position and perhaps he could work his way up in the 
company after that. 
 
In this scenario, the company owner truly believed that he was being fair and color-blind. 
After all, he was prepared to offer both candidates a job at his company. A true racist 
wouldn’t hire anyone from a minority background, right? 
 
What the owner didn’t see is that he was unconsciously perpetuating racist stereotypes. 
Without meaning to, he absorbed the racist idea that white men are inherently more 
suitable for managerial positions than are Latino men. It wasn’t something he could 
articulate. It was just something that he felt when looking at the two men, a hunch he had 
about who was the best “fit” for each position. 
 
And this particular company owner is far from the only one to absorb and perpetuate these 
stereotypes. White men make up only 31% of the total U.S. population, but they make up 
92% of all construction managers, while Latino men make up 9% of the U.S. population, but 
make up nearly half of all manual labor workers in farming and construction (according to 
Derek Thompson, an economics writer at The Atlantic). Like Dr. Semmelweis who analyzed 
the data in his Hungarian hospital, social scientists who analyze data about racism in 
America have found that higher paying positions with health benefits have consistently 
gone to white candidates over the last 40 years. People of other racial and ethnic 
backgrounds are more frequently left with low-paying jobs that keep their families in 
poverty. 
 
As a society, we say that we are against racism, but we keep perpetuating a race-based 
model of inequality. Like the doctors who unknowingly spread the bacteria causing 
childbed fever, we may have contracted the germs of racism without even realizing it. 
 
But how and when is this happening? Based on an experiment in the 1940’s, it seems that 
we contract the germs of racism in early childhood. Eighty years ago, psychologists 
Kenneth and Mamie Clark conducted an experiment. In this experiment, they gave children 
between the ages of 3 and 7 two dolls, one black and the other white. These children were 
asked to identify which doll was pretty and nice, and which doll was ugly and bad. The data 
revealed a troubling trend. Children were consistently identifying the black doll with the 
negative qualities and the white doll with positive qualities. 
 
We might think, “Well, that was eighty years ago. A lot has changed since then due to the 
Civil Rights Movement.” But this experiment has been recreated many times, including in 
2010, when Anderson Cooper administered the experiment before a national audience. The 
results continue to demonstrate that children absorb positive views of white people and 
negative views of black people. And these views, whether conscious or unconscious, seem 
to stick with them as they become adults. 
 



The scientific data shows that we have a problem, but what can we do to address it? If we 
want to defeat the germs of racism today, what would be the metaphorical chlorine we 
need in order to wash this disease off of our hands? 
 
I believe the first step to addressing this problem is recognizing that the germs of racism 
are still on surfaces all around us and are somehow being transmitted from person to 
person. It seems simple, but this first step can still be difficult, perhaps even more 
challenging than getting doctors to wash their hands.  
  
One of the reasons why it is so challenging for us to admit that racism still exists comes 
from our profound need to believe in fairness. We believe in justice and really want to think 
that if someone does the right thing and works hard they will be rewarded. But racism 
means that a person can do the right thing and work really hard and still not be rewarded, 
simply because they are of the wrong ethnicity. It’s depressing and outrageous to think that 
could be happening all around us. That’s not how we want to see the world. It’s much easier 
and more pleasant to assume that if a white person got a good job, it’s because they 
deserved it. And if a person from another ethnic background did not get a good job, then 
they must not have been as qualified. With this type of rationalizing, we can go back to a 
happier place of believing that life is ultimately fair. 
 
But by rationalizing away the truth, we are violating the sacred Jewish teachings to listen, 
bear witness, and bring healing to the world. Earlier this morning, we sang the Shema 
together, the most important prayer in Judaism. Shema means “listen.” And the Shema 
prayer comes directly from the Torah, where two letters are written larger in order to 
stand out: the letter Ayin from Shema and the letter Dalet from Echad. Together Ayin and 
Dalet spell the word Eid, meaning “witness.” Every time we sing the Shema, we are 
reminded that part of being a Jew is being a good and honest witness. 
 
In the last aliyah of this morning’s Torah portion, we see the same Ayin and Dalet root. God 
says Ha-idoti, meaning “I call to witness” (Deuteronomy 30:19). In this verse, God calls the 
heavens and the earth to serve as witnesses. And on Yom Kippur, God is also calling us to 
serve as witnesses in a case of injustice. In our Haftarah portion, God says, “Call out, do not 
hold back. Lift up your voice like a shofar.” We need to let people know about injustices, so 
that we can actually do something about them together. Keeping things quiet, unconscious, 
and under the radar has not made the problems disappear. To the contrary, many problems 
grow worse under these conditions. 
 
That is why we at Or Ami will be lifting up many voices like a shofar throughout the new 
year. Our goal is to learn more about racism and how we can effectively reduce this social 
disease, much like Dr. Semmelweis reduced a bacterial disease so many years ago. 
 
So I invite you and your friends to come to as many events as you are able to attend, as we 
explore this issue from multiple angles. Our first event will be a Shabbat service on 
November 8, where a Jewish woman will share her story of befriending a white 
supremacist man. Then on December 6, we will have a Jews of All Hues panel speaking 
about what it is like to be both Jewish and a person of color. You can find a handout on one 



of the tables in the hallway with information about these and other events. By listening 
deeply and witnessing the truth, may we gain insights that enable us to bring spiritual and 
social healing to our world in the New Year. Amein and Gut Yontiff.  


