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FIFA AND THE WEIGHT OF THE WORLD 

Parashat Naso – May 29, 2015 / 5775 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 

Beyond the borders of the United States, there is a religion which holds millions within 
its grasp; a religion that simultaneously unites nations and yet also divides people with 
sometimes raucous and destructive results.  It is a religion with temples around the 
world – temples regularly packed with thousands of people, all of whom participate in 
chants that shake the floor and deafen the ears.  There are tribes within this religion 
which unite under various colors and crests and who clash with one another in tragic 
ways.  It is a religion that has slowly made its way into our secularized society here in 
the United States, though its strategy for proselytizing has not caught on as strongly as 
its followers would hope.  Around the world, it uses celebrity members to attract 
attention and support, with its main strategy being a focus on the youth – offering 
dreams of messianic redemption from the slums and squalor of many of the world’s 
poorest cities and regions.  It has found its place within political inner circles and 
swayed nations to redirect millions of dollars towards its own causes and its own 
growth.  Operating largely behind closed doors, just in the years between 2011 and 
2014, it has an estimated revenue of $5.7 billion!   This religion, in preparation for one of 
its large celebrations in 2022, is building a new series of temples in Qatar.  Under the 
blistering heat of that desert nation, hundreds of migrant workers, many from Nepal and 
other South Asian nations, have died in conditions that have violated international labor 
laws and human rights.  And like many religions, it has a governing body; a leadership 
responsible for supporting, sustaining, and growing the popularity of this religion. 

Founded in Paris in 1906, FIFA started out as a worthy effort to coordinate international 
competition among a handful of European countries. FIFA stands for Fédération 
Internationale de Football Association.  In America, we call it soccer.  By 1998, when 
Sepp Blatter was elected as FIFA’s president, the organization had more than two 
hundred member countries, and soccer had turned into a big business, with large sums 
of cash coming in from television rights, marketing deals, and other corporate ventures.  
Blatter was up for re-election today and he won.  He now begins his fifth term as 
president of the organization.  However, over the past few days, scandal has struck at 
the heart of FIFA.  Starting back in December 2011, the I.R.S. and the F.B.I. joined 
forces and set into motion a sprawling international case which involved coordination 
with police agencies and diplomats in 33 countries and was described by law 
enforcement officials as “one of the most complicated international white-collar 
investigations in recent memory.”  The U.S. Justice Department has charged fourteen 
FIFA officials with conspiring to enrich themselves through such practices as selling 
their services to the highest bidder, siphoning off millions of dollars in “sports marketing 
contracts,” funneling money through offshore shell companies, and, in some cases, 
receiving suitcases full of cash.1  More indictments are expected in the near future.  It is 
corruption among the elite leadership of one of the world’s greatest religions – soccer.   

																																																													
1 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/28/sports/soccer/fifa-officials-arrested-on-corruption-charges-blatter-isnt-
among-them.html 
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In this week’s parasha (Torah portion), Naso, we read of the responsibilities of our own 
religion’s leadership structure.  As we set out from Mt. Sinai to wander the desert, we 
carry with us the portable sanctuary of our people, the Tabernacle.  Within it, dwells the 
force of God, housed within the Holy of Holies, the kodesh ha-kodashim.  A special 
subset of Israelites, called the Levites, are responsible for maintaining and transporting 
the Tabernacle.  And there are three sub-groups within the Levites - the Gershonites, 
Merarites, and Kohathites.  Each of these sub-groups is responsible for caring for 
different aspects of the Tabernacle.  Whenever the Israelites move from one place to 
another during their wandering in the desert, these groups of Levites are responsible for 
transporting various pieces of the Tabernacle.  The Gershonites and Merarites transport 
their pieces on carts, driven by oxen.  But the Kohathites can’t do that.  They are the 
most exclusive set of leaders within the Levites – direct descendants of Kohath - Moses, 
Aaron, and Miriam’s grandfather.  They have a special responsibility when it comes to 
the Tabernacle.  They are responsible for transporting the most holy of objects.  And 
they have to transport those items by carrying them directly on their shoulders – no 
carts or oxen to help them.  The weight of those precious gold objects must have 
weighed heavily on their shoulders and we can only imagine what it must have been like 
to carry them through the scorching desert heat.   

We all know the common phrase, “to carry the weight of the world on your shoulders.”  
And we put faith in our leaders to carry the burden and the responsibility of their 
constituencies.  Lately, however, it seems like all we hear about are the failures of our 
leaders to carry that weight with respect and decency.  Corruption is rampant and 
widespread.  FIFA is just the newest example.  The weight of responsibility seems to be 
recognized as more of a burden than an opportunity, because according to the actions 
of so many of our leaders, its weight seems to cause self-destruction and the 
disintegration of values and morals.   We’ve become almost immune to the repeated 
reports of corruption, and we can often feel defeated in our fight to reverse its trend.   

But it’s not just our leaders who carry weight and baggage and challenges on their 
shoulders.  Each of us has our own weight-bearing load that sits firmly on our shoulders 
and our minds.  No matter how strong we are, those burdens can cause us to hunch 
over, to shirk responsibility, to remove ourselves from relationships and community, to 
participate in reckless behavior, to do whatever we can to alleviate the weight of those 
objects.   

But the Kohathites teach us something extremely important about the Jewish concept of 
those things we carry around with us.  The Kohathites weren’t carrying the refuse and 
rejected material of the Tabernacle – they were carrying the most precious, most 
valuable elements of the sanctuary on their shoulders.  They were commanded to bear 
that responsibility physically and figuratively.  A midrash teaches that the Kohathites 
carefully covered everything they carried on their shoulders in a blue cloth of tekhelet, 
the same blue-hued material found on some tzitzit.  This blue material, according to the 
midrash, “resembled the sea, which resembled the heavens, which resembled the 
Throne of Glory.”  In other words, on their shoulders, they carried the heavens, the earth 
and the Throne of God.  It wasn’t a burden, it was a blessing!  Our tradition embraces 
those elements of our lives that we carry on our shoulders because we recognize that 
amongst the pain, the hardship, and the weight of those elements, lies a depth and 
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holiness which brings us closer to God.  There will always be some for whom the weight 
is unbearable, for whom corruption and misappropriation of power seem a fitting 
solution; but our responsibility is to become the Kohathites - to carry the weight of 
heaven and earth on our shoulders; to see those seemingly burdensome aspects of 
our lives as opportunities to carry holiness; to travel through the midbar, the wilderness, 
of existence, towards a land of freedom, justice, and ethics.  Isaiah has always been a 
community in which we celebrate the opportunity to carry sacred responsibility – from 
the speakers we’ve had in this very sanctuary, to the biblical passage over our ark, 
tzedek, tzedek tirdof – “justice, justice you shall pursue”.  From the most mundane of 
actions to the most meaningful moments in our lives, our tradition calls on us to walk 
through the world as if each one of us is carrying the ark of the covenant – feeling the 
weight of the most holy aspects of existence – the weight of wonder, the weight of 
inspiration, the weight of meaning, the weight of forgiveness, the weight of loss, the 
weight of transformation, the weight of purpose, the weight of change, the weight of 
creation, the weight of love, and the weight of the world.   

And since this is not an easy task, we need strength and comfort as we carry these 
sacred elements.  And so we find one of our tradition’s most powerful blessings within 
this week’s Torah portion – a blessing we use regularly to say, “God, help us on this 
journey.  Help us to carry the weight of our lives with honor and courage.  Help us to 
turn burdens into blessings.  Help us to find meaning in the mundane.” 

May God bless you and protect you. 

May God’s light shine upon you and comfort you. 

May God turn to you and bring you peace.2 

 

																																																													
2 Num. 6:22-27 


