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Shabbat Shalom! ֙לֶּה ים ואְֵ֙ ר הַמִּשְׁפָּטִ֔ ים אֲשֶׁ֥ לִפְניֵהֶֽם׃ תָּשִׂ֖ , “These are the 

rules that you, Moses, shall set before them…”1 All the people, all the 

Israelites who had escaped the tyranny and oppression of Egypt are now at 

Mount Sinai. The Ten Commandments have been bestowed upon them, and 

now there are more mishpatim, more laws, that the Israelites need in order 

to create their new, free society. The 53 mitzvot, the 53 commandments, in 

Parashat Mishpatim can be divided into two categories: situational law and 

enduring law.  

1 Exodus 22:1 



The situational laws feature explicit examples in our Torah text - 

“When someone steals an ox or a sheep, and slaughters it or sells it, five 

oxen shall be paid for the ox, and four sheep for the sheep.”2 Although these 

situational laws seem almost too specific, we must remember that the 

Israelites are truly starting from scratch after hundreds of years of 

enslavement in Egypt; for them, specificity is helpful. And, these situational 

laws are combined with enduring laws, commandments that provide the 

Israelites with values, with ways of living in the world. Perhaps the most 

invoked of these enduring laws is the oft-repeated commandment that “You 

shall not wrong or oppress a stranger, for you were strangers in the land of 

Egypt.”3 An all too relevant commandment for us these days. These laws 

demonstrate the values of our tradition, even as they don’t provide as much 

detail.  

​ Throughout Parashat Mishpatim, the Israelites receive laws that 

impact all facets of their lives. There are laws concerning business 

transactions, violence between individuals, the environment, property 

ownership, the justice system, Shabbat, the festival holidays, and protecting 

the most vulnerable. And many of these laws, whether situational or 

enduring, connect with many pertinent issues today, providing us with some 

wisdom on how to interact with and treat other people thousands of years 

into the future, in 2026.  

3 Exodus 22:20 

2 Exodus 22:37 



Parashat Mishpatim reads like a law book, a long-running list of rules 

for the Israelites. And yet, for many of the issues explored in this Torah 

portion, this is not the only place in Torah in which we find them. For many 

of the commandments, including environmental protections, justice system 

practices, business transactions, and of course, the command to welcome 

the stranger, they show up later on in our Torah. However, there’s one 

commandment that receives only one verse in this week’s Torah portion and 

is not mentioned again in our Torah. One verse that, if you read too quickly, 

you might miss it completely. But that one verse serves as the basis for an 

entire way of understanding this particular issue in Judaism, inspiring much 

conversation in our Talmud and additional halakhic rulings. And, that one 

verse stretches all the way through time into the modern day. From this one 

verse, I’m speaking tonight about the basis for a Jewish and humane 

understanding of abortion and reproductive justice. 

 



Before I share that one verse with you, it’s important to say that, like 

many of the situational and enduring laws of Parashat Mishpatim, this 

wisdom does not directly solve for all the complex policy questions that exist 

in our world. “Welcome the stranger” gives us a broad directive, but doesn’t 

tell us exactly how we should set-up our asylum process, or the exact 

number of refugees we should admit into the country, or any other number 

of difficult policy components. But, just because it doesn’t give us all the 

answers, doesn’t mean that we should ignore the wisdom, the humane, 

caring, and loving wisdom of our Torah that helps us live lives of meaning 

and purpose.  

In Exodus Chapter 21, Verse 22, we read:  

ים וכְִֽי־ינִּצָ֣וּ  When two or more people fight - אֲנשִָׁ֗

גְפ֜וּ ה ונְָ֨ יהָ ויְצְָא֣וּ הָרָה֙ אִשָּׁ֤  And one of them strikes a pregnant woman and a - ילְָדֶ֔

miscarriage results  

ה ולְֹ֥א  But no other damage ensues - אָס֑וֹן יהְִיֶ֖

שׁ עָנ֣וֹשׁ ר יעֵָנֵ֗ ית כַּֽאֲשֶׁ֨ עַל עָלָיו֙ ישִָׁ֤ ה בַּ֣  The one responsible will be punished - הָֽאִשָּׁ֔

according to what the woman's husband imposes upon him  

ן  He shall pay by the reckoning - בִּפְלִלִֽים׃ ונְתַָ֖

​  



Now, this situational law requires some explanation. We have an instance of 

men fighting (something that apparently was prone to happen even 

thousands of years ago), and one of them accidentally strikes a pregnant 

woman and she tragically, terrifyingly, has a miscarriage. The punishment for 

this horrific event? Paying a fine to the woman’s husband. This is a tragic 

event, and the punishment ignores the woman, and, on its face, it doesn’t 

completely explain why this would serve as the basis for Judaism’s approach 

to abortion and reproductive justice. It only makes sense when we compare 

it to the other laws featured in this Torah portion, in which the punishment 

for killing another person is death. And so, in our situational law example, if 

the punishment for causing a miscarriage is only a fine, and not death, then 

we are able to see that our Torah does not view the fetus as a person with 

the same rights and protections as a living human being.   

​  



As we explore this verse within Parashat Mishpatim, it’s important to 

mention that this interpretation is not just the prevailing one for Jews in the 

21st century, or for progressive Jews this century, but that the rabbis, 

throughout the centuries, have reaffirmed this understanding of this verse 

and have even expanded upon the protections given to pregnant people in 

various parts of the Talmud. We read in Tractate Ohalot that during a 

difficult and dangerous birth “the life of the mother comes before the life of 

the child.”4 Tractate Yevamot details the ways in which contraceptive 

measures should be taken in certain circumstances. And responsum, 

halakhic rulings made by rabbis throughout the centuries, reaffirm the 

difference between a human being and a fetus, and provide protections for 

pregnant people.  

​  

4 BT Ohalot 7:6 



As I mentioned earlier, it can be easy, when reading this Torah portion, 

to overlook this one verse, even with its enormous implications for Judaism 

and our society today. And, similarly, as we think about the world around us 

right now, it is perhaps easy to overlook this issue amongst all the other 

present issues in our world. That amidst violent and deadly ICE crackdowns, 

the erosion of democratic norms, environmental denial and degradation, 

persistent antisemitism, racism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia, 

threats of international conflict on the horizon, never-ending wars, and so 

much more, it is perhaps easy to overlook this issue. But thank God for the 

advocates and leaders and doctors and nurses, people who have had 

abortions, and people who love someone who had an abortion, for refusing 

to back down. These folks are in our congregation, and in previous years 

have spoken from this bimah, calling us forward into action. So thank you, 

thank you for reminding us of the seriousness of this issue and the lives at 

stake,  

 



And as we look around at the current moment, after the Supreme 

Court’s decision to overturn Roe v. Wade, the state of abortion care in this 

country is incredibly dire. According to the Guttmacher Institute, the number 

of clinics providing abortion care in the United States has decreased, with 

some states eliminating them completely, while the number of people who 

have to cross state lines to receive abortion care has increased.5 Beyond the 

states, this administration is threatening access to contraception and 

medication abortion, seeking to eliminate abortion care in emergency 

situations, and directly attacking Planned Parenthood and other abortion 

providers through federal funding.6 This is not to mention the ways in which 

this issue intersects with our other current emergencies, including pregnant 

people being detained by ICE and not given proper care, including women of 

color in this country having higher maternal death rates, including the 

horrific experiences of pregnant people trapped in war, and so many other 

ways.  

6 https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/how-project-2025-seeks-obliterate-srhr  
5 https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/induced-abortion-united-states  

https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/how-project-2025-seeks-obliterate-srhr
https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/induced-abortion-united-states


As we join with many other congregations tonight in marking 

Reproductive Justice Shabbat, led by the fearless leaders of the National 

Council of Jewish Women, let’s remind ourselves of this issue and our 

obligation to take action. Donating to abortion funds provides necessary 

support for people overcoming enormous hurdles to receive care. 

Volunteering as an abortion clinic escort helps patients get the care they 

need and deserve without harassment from protestors. Ensuring that the 

federal government does not take further action to hurt abortion access will 

require dedicated advocacy. But on this night, on this Shabbat, even amidst 

all the challenges in front of us, we reaffirm that we cannot, and we will not, 

turn away from this issue, not now, and not in the future. Our tradition is too 

strong, too clear on this to allow that to be so.  

​ I will close tonight with the words of one of my colleagues, Rabbi Liz 

P.G. Hirsch, CEO of Women of Reform Judaism: “Tonight we pray for 

freedom, safety, and health for all those who can become pregnant. We look 

to our laws, mishpatim, for guidance, as a starting point. We look to the lived 

experiences, to the real stories, of people who can become pregnant, as our 

motivation. We do this work for each of them. We do this work for our 

communities, our societies, so we work toward a world of justice, safety, and 

love. So we create the world we want to live in.”7 Ken yehi ratzon, so may 

this be, amen.  

7https://static1.squarespace.com/static/62a874c9150c8e5bb63a5fd1/t/679cfcc514f221729042d626/17383
41573757/Repro+Shabbat+Liturgy+%2B+Readings+2025.pdf  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/62a874c9150c8e5bb63a5fd1/t/679cfcc514f221729042d626/1738341573757/Repro+Shabbat+Liturgy+%2B+Readings+2025.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/62a874c9150c8e5bb63a5fd1/t/679cfcc514f221729042d626/1738341573757/Repro+Shabbat+Liturgy+%2B+Readings+2025.pdf

