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D’var Torah of Parashat Re’eh - Aug 12, 202
By Stephen Brown

Friends,

As | mentioned in a recent email, | attempted to use Chat GPT to create a drash using an initial
approach similar to what | might take otherwise. My hope is to share insights about both the
parasha and the process, which, it turns out, feed back into each other.

The summary was basic:

“Parasha R'eih is a Torah portion in the book of Deuteronomy (Devarim) and
contains several important themes and laws. Here's a brief summary of its main
points:

1. Blessings and Curses: The portion begins with Moses emphasizing the blessings that will come
upon the Israelites if they diligently observe God's commandments and the dire consequences of
disobedience.

2. The central place of worship: Moses instructs the Israelites to worship only at the place God
designates, once they settle in the Promised Land. They are commanded not to offer sacrifices
anywhere else.

The list proceeds accordingly, with brief enumerations of dietary laws, tithes and offerings, charity and
debt, false prophets, and the festivals. A regenerated concise one paragraph summary was similar to
those found elsewhere.

| next asked: “What are three questions raised by Parasha Re’eh?”, which generated some worthy points
of consideration. | will only focus on two:

1) “How do the blessings and curses...serve as a motivator for the Israelites to adhere to God's
commandments? What is the underlying message regarding the relationship between obedience and
consequences?”

2) “why is it significant that the Israelites are instructed to worship exclusively at the central place
designated by God once they enter the Promised Land? How does this instruction contribute to the
preservation of monotheism and prevent the proliferation of idolatry?”


https://www.rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/reeh/

These straightforward questions conflate themes around obedience, centralization of worship, and
preservation of faith that became more generalizable as the app regenerated the questions:

“How does the centralization of worship in a designated place promote unity and prevent the spread of
idolatry? Parasha R'eih emphasizes the importance of worshiping exclusively at the place chosen by God
once the Israelites settle in the Promised Land. This raises the question of how concentrating worship in
one location helps maintain religious purity and prevent the adoption of false practices.”

We are now not talking only about monotheism and idolatry, but more universal relationships between
adherence to communal ideological unification and communal wellbeing.

These primary themes resonate within questions about Re’eh prompted to have disturbing
contemporary implications.

“How can we reconcile the concept of blessings and curses...with the realities of suffering and inequality
in the modern world? Does this imply that those who suffer are being punished for their actions or lack of
obedience?”

This is a very modern question, which we heard voiced in its literal form by various parties in the context
of the AIDs epidemic, for example, and after Hurricane Katrina. The implications are indeed disturbing
and merit a sophisticated response that, perhaps, requires us to transcend literalism toward a more
compassionate interpretation of the text.

The regenerated questions Chat GPT posed here challenge us towards just that:

“The emphasis on a central place of worship in Parasha R'eih raises questions about religious exclusivity
and the potential for intolerance. How can we interpret this commandment in a way that promotes
inclusivity, respect for diverse religious beliefs, and fosters interfaith dialogue in today's pluralistic
society?”

The question legitimately merits contemplation. It also reveals potential bias embedded into Chat GPT’s
DNA - that inclusivity, respect for diverse beliefs, interfaith dialogue and pluralism are good things, as if
they represent blessings we should choose. Many of us readily accept this premise, but not all circles
within Judaism would; some may read Re’eh as a rejection of the very idea.

My prompt itself was likely biased: It assumes the Torah holds contemporary relevance — a perspective
some would deny. The question also assumes that, among the contemporary implications found in the
Parasha, there are those which are disturbing. Some may deny this as well.

It is possible that the social consciousness infusing these Al generated questions reflects a certain
worldview inherent to my initial input, and that the biased input perhaps inevitably yielded biased
output.

| did not define the word “disturbing”, however; the chatbot had to define it for itself, which we all must
do when we approach a Parasha. “Disturbing” could have been defined variously and conceivably have
yielded xenophobic results, which some may see as baked into the Parasha itself.



But it didn’t move towards such interpretations, because certain value-laden brakes have been exerted
on the currently available technology. Such brakes are revealed when one asks it, say, for a “rabbi/priest
walking into a bar woke joke”, which it readily provides, with an added caution: “Remember, humor can
be a great way to spread joy and bring people closer, as long as it respects cultural sensitivities and
promotes inclusivity.” By contrast, it refuses to create a similar joke about Hitler and Stalin, stating: “it
could potentially be offensive and disrespectful given the historical context and the harm caused by their
actions. If you have any other non-controversial requests, I'll be happy to assist you!”

The bot evidently has a purposefully biased design, and for good reasons, but it’s something to consider
as we approach it for various tasks. In the context of drash assistance, the baked-in bias may avoid
troubling implications of the material or soften ethically challenging aspects of our tradition. This is
something to consider for ourselves when we appraise any given Parasha, including today’s (which,
through some modern lenses, may be viewed as uncomfortably xenophobic and colonialist). It’s also
something to assess critically when we approach various common sources of commentary, such as in
the Eytz Chaim and Art Scroll chumashim — which incorporate sometimes divergent values. It is also core
to deep questions we have contended with as a kahal — such as how to manage the Yom Kippur Mincha
Torah reading. Our communal values infuse our particular practices — which may serve to eschew
problematic aspects of our tradition while preserving communal well-being. Another intricate choice
between the blessing and the curse.

When it comes to framing thoughtful responses to its own questions, the app demonstrated certain
limitations. It crafted respectable responses to its questions - how to think, for example, about the
ethics of personal responsibility and obedience to communal norms, weighing such countervailing
factors as personal choice, intentionality, and systemic and societal conditions. Paired with specific
commentary from Rashi or Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, among others, it may have made for a good drash, but
when asked to offer what these individuals would say about its various generated questions, it provided
generalized characterizations of their approaches applicable to any number of commentators. Maybe |
probed it ineffectively, but it required possibly more effort to verify the results than to research the
sources directly from the outset.

Thus, without putting in the legwork, one cannot be assured of the authenticity of ChatGPT’s analysis
insofar as it is based in specifically Jewish exegesis or from specifically Jewish sources. We cannot know
convincingly whether the values-based norms underlying the analysis are from within the Jewish
tradition, or outside of it. Of course, whether this matters for purposes of a drash is its own value
judgement. We’ve seen enough non-Jewish sources quoted in minyan drashes to infer it may not always
be strictly necessary.

Which brings us to another “disturbing implication” question that Chat GPT generated within the
context of Re’eh:

How can we address the potential dangers of false prophets in the age of misinformation and the rapid
spread of misleading information through various media platforms? Parasha R'eih warns against false
prophets who may deceive and lead people astray. In today's digital era, where misinformation and
manipulation are rampant, the question arises: How can we discern truth from falsehood and protect
ourselves from those who exploit beliefs and spread harmful ideologies?

ChatGPT directly links Re’eh here to pressing current matters. The question is a reasonable
extrapolation of themes covered in the parasha and encourages reflection informed both by



familiarization with specific commentators and exploration of our biases: What does a false prophet
look like in our society? What constitutes misinformation? What is manipulation and is it always
illegitimate? What is a harmful ideology? What are the implications for our communal well-being? How
do we discern between the blessing and the curse?

In sum, ChatGPT summarized the parasha well and generated thought-provoking questions linking Re’eh
to contemporary issues. It is an engaging, useful resource for preparing a drash, though warrants
caution. It provides coherent and effective, albeit generic and generalized, responses to its own
guestions, and it is not reliable for rigorously sourced analysis. Its underlying system is biased, and may
serve to reinforce our own biases, although this is true of various conventional sources we might draw
upon.

Some commentaries about using ChatGPT for darashot observe that what it lacks most is soul. Yet, its
guestions revealed at least a certain concern for the common good, deriving, perhaps, from both my
biased input and its own internal biases. Regardless, it yielded rich material to reflect upon as we
approach Elul, preparing us to consider with greater insight the choice between the blessing and the
curse in our complex world.
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