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Liat, our 8 year old, attends Karate lessons at National Karate on 46th and Nicollet.
Next door, there is a Caribou Coffee and last Thursday, perhaps because of the rain
and likely because we were a few minutes early, we stopped in before class. She
ordered a treat and as I paid at the counter, Liat wandered over to the chalkboard in
the middle of the store. (They’re now so retro, they’re making a come back). The staff
writes a question on the board every day and invites customers to answer: What’s
your favorite summer song? Best vacation you ever took? Favorite Beatle? Caffinated
or Decaf?

Thursday’s question was equally innocuous: How do you get to school? Liat took a
piece of chalk and answered. “My dads drive me.”

And then, unprompted, she wrote below it in blue chalk, “Black Lives Matter.”
Liat, why did you write that? I asked.

Reflexively, without hesitating, she answered. “Because its true.”

[ agree that it’s true. Why did you write it now?

“Because when everyone comes here, they’ll see it and then they’ll be nice to my
friends and they’ll stop racism.”

She ate her peanut butter chocolate mini cupcake and off to karate we went.

Her best friends at school are Somali and Latino and African American. She’s paid
close attention this past year to the news; she’s morally indignant that anyone would
be unkind to her friends—and people who look like them.

This is not a new conversation in our household, but it has taken on a level of sacred
urgency this past year.

Michael Brown, Jr. was shot and killed by Officer Darren Wilson on Florissant
Avenue in Ferguson, Missouri. The 6’4” Wilson claimed he feared the 6’4” Brown.

Eric Garner died in a strangle hold on the streets of New York for selling cigarettes
without a license saying, “I can’t breathe!” 11 times before the police officer choked
him to death.
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Freddie Gray was thrown so violently into a police van that it severed his spine and
he died hours later.

Tamir Rice was 12 years old when he was shot and killed by police in a Cleveland
park.

Sandra Bland was pulled over for a broken headlight and died in police custody.
Walter Scott’s broken taillight proved fatal, too.

And in Charleston, South Carolina, nine people studying the Bible and praying were
shot and killed, including 26 year old Tywanza Sanders who heroically jumped in
front of his 87 year old aunt Susie Jackson, to try to shield her—unsuccessfully—
from the killer’s gunfire.

On Yom Kippur, we do not silence the real pain we’ve experienced, we've witnessed,
and we've caused. We recite the names out loud of our dead in a litany of woe. We
beat our chests as we publicly confess our wrongdoing. We cry out, “We have sinned,
we have transgressed, we are sorry.” We fast to cleanse our bodies of the emotional
toxins that have built up over the past year. We beg forgiveness.

To our sisters and brothers of color in this congregation and outside our doors; and,
especially, to the children of color in this synagogue: When we don’t talk about
racism, when we neglect and avoid talking about your lives and your experiences as
people of color, we silence both explicitly and implicitly your pain and your stories,
your important and powerful perspective on Judaism and the world. Intentionally
and unintentionally, we’ve silenced you.

I'm sorry we’'ve done that. I'm sorry I've done that. I beg your forgiveness.

To you the parents of children of color who have wondered how to support your
Jewish children when there are no text books that have illustrations that look like
them, when we haven’t included people who look like them in our publicity, when we
don’t discuss what life is like for people of color in a synagogue, I hear you. You are
not alone.

Dr. Cornel West teaches, “Justice is what love looks like in public.” Tonight, this Yom
Kippur eve, we speak of love in public.

Rabbi Donniel Hartman teaches, “A Jewish society is one which understands that to
be fully human is not to accept our failings; to be fully human is to aspire to
overcome them. This is the fundamental idea behind teshuvah and its challenge to
us—to embark on a process of self criticism and self reflection. To embrace teshuvah
is the ultimate aspiration of our humanity... to evaluate the lives we have created and
to challenge us to move forward and beyond.
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[http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L.-4699665,00.html Rabbi Donniel
Hartman September 13, 2015].

Tonight, I invite you to do ’suvah with me for the insidious, base, vile hatred of our
fellow human beings. Tonight, we Jews must atone for racism and for our role in
perpetuating it, knowingly or not.

Saying I'm sorry is the first step on the road to redemption, never the last.

On this, the holiest night of our Jewish year, I ask each of us to crack open our hearts,
to robustly embrace our compassion, and to show up as Jews in the world to state
without fear that Black Lives Matter, that we Jews stand for justice, righteousness,
and fairness.

Tonight, we cry out:

We are outraged and we cannot remain silent when white third graders in South
Minneapolis get an outstanding education and children of color in North
Minneapolis get one of the poorest in the country.

We are outraged and cannot remain silent when 60% of African American men who
drop out of high school spend time in prison and one of every three black men born
in America will spend a year of his life behind bars.

And we are outraged and cannot remain silent when schools suspend children of
color at rates nine times more than white students who commit the same offenses.

We are outraged and cannot remain silent when too many communities of color live
in food deserts where it is too often an absurd challenge to find affordable, healthy
food to eat.

And we are outraged and cannot remain silent by the agony expressed by Ta-Nehisi
Coates to his son in his book, Between the World and Me:

“It is not necessary that you believe that the officer who choked Eric Garner
set out that day to destroy a body. All you need to understand is that the
officer carries with him the power of the American state and the weight of an
American legacy, and they necessitate that of the bodies destroyed every year,
some wild and disproportionate number of them will be black.”

Why get involved? Why is this a Jewish problem?

In one of our earliest stories as a Jewish people, we learn of God’s plan to destroy the
towns of Sodom and Gemorrah.
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The story opens with God considering to Herself, “The outrage of Sodom and
Gemorrah is so great and their sins so gravel.. Shall I hide from Abraham what I am
about to do? I have singled him out so he may teach his children to keep the Divine
Way by doing what is just and right—Ia’asot tzedek u-mishpat.” (Gen 18:20; 17-18).

When Abraham realized that God was about to destroy the cities, he approached
God. “Will you sweep away the innocent along with the guilty? What if there are 50
blameless people in the city? Will you still wipe them out, God? Far be it from YOU
to do such a thing, to bring about the death of the innocent as well as the guilty. Shall
not the judge of all the earth deal justly? (Gen. 18. Ibid).

God replied, “If I find 50 innocent, I will forgive the entire place on their account.”

Abraham keeps bargaining. With God!

“What if the 50 innocent lack five? Will you destroy the entire city for the want of
five?”

And God said, No. I won’t destroy it if I find 45 innocent people.
And Abraham keeps going. What about 40?

Ok says, God. Find me 40.

Abraham: How about 30?

Ok, 30.

207 Yes.

God, please don’t be angry if I speak this last time: What if a minyan of 10 innocent
people are found there? (18:32).

And God answered, “I will not destroy for the sake of 10.”

What do we learn about purpose of being Jews from this story—about the reasons
we must be involved as Jews to dismantle racism? Everything!

Abraham engages God, agitates God, challenges God. His chutzpah is relentless.
Just because he got a no once or twice doesn’t suspend the conversation. Rabbi
Donniel Hartman teaches that dialogue and debate are the foundation of our brit—
our covenant—with God. We persevere with our values. We are a stiff-necked people
who aggravate—and agitate—ourselves, the world, even God.
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Why are we Jews here on earth? To speak to those in power—even God—with
moral courage as we seek peace and pursue justice. La-asot tzedek u’mishpat. For
Jews, justice means we make moral claims on one another, to care for each other.
Justice is both given and it is demanded by the oppressed.

We are here, Jews like Abraham, to be morally courageous.
A morally courageous people is not indifferent and does not stand idly by.

A morally courageous people gets involved when our fellow human beings are
suffering and we do our part to transform the hearts and the systems that cause such
suffering.

Do we believe all law enforcement and police officers are racist? No. Of course not!
I've spoken with many officers in our Fifth Precinct; they are decent and dedicated
public servants. Their work is vital and it can, too often, be dangerous.

And, and we are still obligated to ask: What of a system that allows a Black man to
die for selling cigarettes and the police officer to walk away without an indictment?

A system that says the mere existence of a Black or Brown person is legitimate
reason to fear—and to shoot?

A system where 95% of US prosecutors are white?

A system that is once again erecting barriers, making it more difficult for people of
color to cast a ballot and vote?

A morally courageous people must wrestle with the reality of systematic racism. How
will we do this?

I have a few thoughts and I welcome yours.

Beloved Conversations: Meditations on Race. Lead by Tamar Ghidalia and Enzi
Tanner, Beloved Conversations invites us to talk with one another, to begin to
discern our own understanding and experiences of race and how it works in our lives
and impacts our broader world.

We all know and agree that racism is a moral evil. Acknowledging that is the
beginning of our work, not the end. Beloved Conversations is a vehicle for the
Beloved Community, for each of us to look inward, to see where we are spiritually
stuck, to build a collective space of trust to share deep and powerful truths, to search
deep down and ask ourselves the ultimate questions of Yom Kippur:

How do I grow and become the person I seek to be in this world?
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Am I as loving and as compassionate, as empathic and as righteous as I should be?
Am I conscious of other people’s suffering, especially when it comes to race?

How do I live out my commitments to justice and righteousness? La-asot tzedek
u’mishpat.

Please consider joining Beloved Conversations. There is information in your High
Holy Day invitations, the Adult Education information Rabbi Rappaport put together
and leads so exquisitely, and on the Shir Tikvah website.

Additionally, Edan Schwartz and the Tikkun Olam Working Group have signed on to

a coalition to work with Jewish Community Action to address prison reform and
mass incarceration, which disproportionately impact communities of color. Members

our
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