
DOING WHAT IS RIGHT AND GOOD

Ezra Nathanson-Parry’s Bar Mitzvah Service – 18th June 2016

Ezra,

In your lovely, and uniquely personal, D’var Torah, you gave everyone
here an insight into your feelings about becoming Bar Mitzvah. The 
image you gave us of your nervousness – “panicking like a lost 
toddler” – is one that will stay in my mind for a long time!

I have said to you before that your nervousness was one expression of
how important this event, this rite of passage, is to you. I am both 
delighted that you have emerged from it so well and heart-warmed 
by the importance that you and all your family place on this service.

However technically well anyone does is always secondary in my 
book to the feeling that they bring with them to the service. You have
approached your Bar Mitzvah with the sort of kavannah, the attitude, 
the feeling, the motivation to do exactly what one key phrase in your 
Torah reading demands of us. This is to “do whatever is right and 
good in the sight of the Eternal One”

ְיהָֹוה ְּבֵעיֵני ְוַהּטֹוב ַהָּיָׁשר ְוָעִׂשיָת
I’d like to explore this verse in more detail with you, and everyone else
here this morning, because I think its message is vitally important to 
you, Ezra, to everyone here this morning and to millions of others in this
country and around the world, especially in the wake of events this 
week.

Now, the rabbis who studied the Torah over hundreds of years, each 
generation building on understandings of those who went before, 
pondered the choice of words here. If, they said, we follow the laws 
of Torah, then we must be ַהָּיָׁשר ְוָעִׂשיָת  “doing what is right”. And, as 
you in your D’var Torah told us, then, says the Torah, it will go well with 
us.

Why, they asked, does the Torah add the seemingly unnecessary 
word  ְוַהּטֹוב “and good”, before the phrase ְיהָֹוה ְּבֵעיֵני  “in the sight of
the Eternal One”? Their answer is vitally important. In the words of 



Rashi, the most important eleventh century scholar, who left us so 
many wise insights: “This is a new command, not implied in any 
previous mitzvah (commandment). It means the moral obligation to 
go beyond what is legally required of us.”

What Rashi is saying to us is that we must not only focus on doing 
what is ‘right’ according to our understanding of the Torah, but we 
must also satisfy ourselves that we are doing what would be good in 
the sight of God.

The gunman who went into the night-club in Orlando Florida last 
Saturday night might have been convinced of the rightness of what 
he was doing, but he could never have been convinced of the 
goodness. The man who shot and stabbed to death Jo Cox MP on 
Thursday might have been convinced that he was right in his views 
and she was wrong in hers, but he could and should never have been
convinced, under any interpretation of biblical laws or the laws of this 
country that what he did was good.

When our beliefs that we are right and, therefore, that others are 
wrong blind us to the question of whether what we are doing is 
morally good, then we have lost the essential moral compass that is 
needed to guide us through this world.

When speakers - be they politicians, business or religious leaders, 
celebrities, or anyone to whom we give a platform - use that platform 
to state views that they insist are ‘right’ but which ask us to do 
something inherently ‘bad’ or nasty or mean or selfish to others, we 
have to ְיהָֹוה ְּבֵעיֵני ְוַהּטֹוב ַהָּיָׁשר ָעִׂשיָת , we have to know and do what
is both right and good in the sight of God.

In her maiden speech to the House of Commons just over a year ago,
Jo Cox said: “Our communities have been deeply enhanced by 
immigration, be it of Irish Catholics across the constituency or of 
Muslims from Gujarat in India or from Pakistan, principally from 
Kashmir. While we celebrate our diversity, what surprises me time and 
time again as I travel around the constituency (of Batley and Spen) is 
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that we are far more united and have far more in common with each
other than things that divide us.”

It is not good, it never has been and it never can be good to spread 
fear and hatred of other people simply because of who they are, 
where they come from, what religion they practise, because of their 
sexuality, because of their gender, or whatever. Ezra, you get this! 
And I hope you never, ever lose this. Because my worry is that too 
many people in this country and around the world have given in to 
fear and the prejudice that follows from fear.

Here, let me introduce something I learned when preparing for a 
funeral of someone who was my baby-sitter when I was little, and 
became a friend in adult life. Jeremy Jessel was a committed Liberal 
Jew and also a committed member of the Rotary Club. As part of 
Rotary’s way of making decisions, they developed what they call the 
four-way test. It demands that Rotarians ask four questions before 
choosing how to act: Is it the TRUTH? Is it FAIR to all concerned? Will it 
build GOODWILL and BETTER FRIENDSHIPS? Will it be BENEFICIAL to all 
concerned?

I love this set of questions because it expands and clarifies the 
meaning of the verse in your portion. If we subject what we are 
thinking of doing to the four-way test, we might have to, sometimes, 
do the hardest thing of all, namely, change our minds. We might 
have to admit that something we had decided upon was not both 
“right AND good”. It might fail one or more of the test questions: Is it 
the TRUTH? Is it FAIR to all concerned? Will it build GOODWILL and 
BETTER FRIENDSHIPS? Will it be BENEFICIAL to all concerned?

You, Ezra, are celebrating this morning having become Bar Mitzvah, 
which means you have become a son of, subject to, the 
commandments. None of the commandments ever entitle you to 
follow them blindly. You, and all of us, must never abandon the moral 
compass of considering both what is ‘right and good’. The adults 
among this congregation must weigh this in their minds this week as 
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they cast their votes in the referendum on membership of the 
European Union. I hope and pray that the population of this country 
will consider what is ְיהָֹוה ְּבֵעיֵני ְוַהּטֹוב ַהָּיָׁשר  what is right and good in 
the sight of God. Not just what their own instinct is, but what will seem 
right from the perspective of the long-term, the four-way test of the 
Rotary Club, and the wisdom of our Judaism and Jewish heritage.

I hope that the adults around you will make decisions that will give 
you the best, brightest and most beautiful of futures. I hope that we 
will pass on to you a world in which hope, not hate, guides decisions 
and actions. I hope that we will bequeath to you a country that acts 
as a beacon for all that is best in humanity - giving more than taking, 
contributing to peaceful co-operation not hateful conflict.

And I hope that you, Ezra, will continue to learn and grow, so that you
take your place among those who lead and influence others. I hope 
that you will always influence others towards doing what is right and 
good. I hope that you will ask yourself and encourage others to ask 
themselves: Is it the TRUTH? Is it FAIR to all concerned? Will it build 
GOODWILL and BETTER FRIENDSHIPS? Will it be BENEFICIAL to all 
concerned?

As you return to the bimah now, surrounded by your family and two of
your synagogue classmates, you will say the Bar Mitzvah prayer and 
make a pledge to keep learning from Judaism about how to live a 
good life. I have every confidence in you, and high hopes that you 
will follow the example of your grandparents and parents in doing 
what is right and good for your family, your friends, your community. 
May we, all of us in this congregation, also live up to those 
expectations as we witness you take upon yourself the responsibilities 
of doing what is both right AND good. Amen
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