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Race, Relations, and Resourceful action  

 

Shabbat shalom, good morning, and a gut yontif. 

  

Today I would like to focus on the issue of race as it impacts us as Jews, as citizens 

of the United States, and our world. As Jews, we are a multicultural, multiethnic 

civilization, and while it may not be the most obvious aspect of Judaism, our 

diversity has long been a part of our heritage. There are Jewish people on every 

continent on the globe and we appear racially as diverse as any of these lands from 

Africa to India to China to the United States; we are a tapestry of faces, skin tones, 

and features. In this country, Jewish people have been a part of this 225 year plus 

experiment in democracy and rights, freedom and justice since its inception. 

Within the Yom Kippur liturgy, this touches on important values of memory and 

honor in the Eleh Ezkerah or martyrology prayers. This prayer section calls us to 

think about people from our past whose sacrifice helped serve as a beacon for faith 

and determination.  

 

Jewish practice has always encouraged us to find holiness when we stand for rights 

and for freedom. It was 50 years ago that the United States Civil Rights Act was 

brought into law. Established as a way to bring about a complete equality for all 

US citizens, without regard to race, creed or color for our country, that was then 

just about 100 years after the end of slavery. I think a question we need to ask, as 

Jews, as citizens of the US, is where are we now and what else is there that we can 

to do to help bring this dream to fruition? That dream being the day when all of 

God’s children can walk hand in hand.  
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I think it is a challenging subject to consider, and while I will offer some ideas here 

this morning, they come from a spiritual position. I do not claim to be an expert on 

American society or political science, nor do I plan to run for political office to 

solve these problems. Yet, I think it is essential for all of us as citizens and human 

beings  to consider what is our role and what can we do to help bring about the 

change that is needed. On Yom Kippur, we are asked to consider where we are 

individually, where we are as a nation, where we are as a world, and where we are 

as a Jewish people.  Today at this moment, I would like us to consider our home, 

the United States, this great country, this awesome experiment in democracy and 

freedom. What is the work that is upon us as a country and what can we, the 

Jewish community, do to help? 

  

Yom Kippur is an intense day. The physical, liturgical, and overall experience 

highlight the power of life and the fragility in life, as well. At no other time in our 

year do we feel our mortality so closely. Yom Kippur also highlights our connection 

with everyone else on this earth, all of humanity.  Yom Kippur brings us to value 

life and to look deeply into the connections that make life valuable. 

  

I would like to share with you a little about my family’s  history in this larger 

picture. 

  

My father, Robert Klein, Reuven Ze’ev ben Avraham v’Hannah, of blessed 

memory, passed away about 12 years ago. It was one week prior to Rosh 

Hashanah. The Klein family, established a shoe repair and sales business in the 

New York area in the early 1900s called “Klein Shoes” and the business expanded 

up and down the East Coast. My grandfather’s father, Mordechai, of blessed 

memory, eventually went to start the first Klein store in Savannah, Georgia, where 

my grandfather, Abraham would be born in 1903.  My grandfather’s family 

integrated into life in Savannah Georgia, which was a far distance in many ways 

from New York. By 1909, the family business was thriving and relations were 
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friendly, but when the Klu Klux Klan burned a cross on their lawn, the general 

climate of hostility was too much for the family and they resettled themselves in 

Washington DC around 1916, before my grandfather’s bar mitzvah.  There, the 

family resided in a world of a fairly integrated community. However, our family 

business met the same fate as many businesses in the depression and fall of the 

stock market in 1929-- it failed. 

  

My Dad influenced me in many ways. He was a dedicated chemist who designed 

topical medications for skin diseases. Among the lasting influences by father had 

on me, was his position on civil rights and world culture, and my musical tastes. 

Although civil rights and music may seem quite far apart, these two concepts were 

more linked than one might think, since much of the music of the era was about 

the very challenges our country and world were facing. At an early age, my father 

introduced me to the Beatles, Rolling Stones, Elvis, the Ink Spots, Pete Seeger, and 

Peter, Paul, and Mary. 

  

My father introduced me to social issues, and art and music that was a bit more 

message driven, in particular the music of people like Miriam Makeba and Nina 

Simone. Thinking about my Dad this way reminds me how important it is to 

consider the challenge of race in our society and race relations in the United 

States, and to look for inspiration and hope in the voices from our past. The events 

of this summer in our own cities should provoke us to think hard about how we 

relate to those around us in our own country and how we can work to improve the 

situation. I know that my parent’s generation, who marched and fought hard for 

civil rights, see that the work is not yet done. It needs to continue if we are to be a 

healthy society. As Jews, it is something that we need to do, it is part of our Jewish 

mission, to start the work of tikkun olam, to repair the world,  even if not 

completed in our lifetime. We should be guided by the teaching in the Mishnah 

(Avot 2:21-22) – our obligation is not to give up, to try to finish the task. In other 

words, it may seem daunting, yet we must begin to create the space, the way to 
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change, even if it takes more than our lifetime to achieve. In Hebrew this is lo 

alecha hamlacha ligmor, velo ata ben chorin lehibatel memena.“You are not 

expected to complete the task, but neither are you free to avoid it.” (Rabbi Tarfon, 

Mishnah Avot 2:2) 

 

  

When my father introduced me to the voice of Nina Simone, I was drawn in by its 

power and her poetry. Nina Simone was a black, African American pianist, jazz 

musician, and vocalist. She brought a depth and fire to the civil rights debate in 

our country. Nina gave musical and poetic weight to the civil rights debate—and 

her rage against the Jim Crow laws of the South, and discriminatory practices. She 

demanded that our country live up to its own promises of freedom and justice for 

all. Simone wrote an important song about Mississippi that would become one of 

the most important songs of the civil rights movement. The title contains an 

expletive, which some could argue is properly used. The song mentions many 

infamous episodes in the fight for civil rights, but focuses on the lynching of 3 civil 

rights workers in Mississippi in 1964, two of whom were Jewish, Her vocals run 

through a list of states that have had disturbing flare ups of violence—Alabama has 

me so upset, Tennessee made me lose my rest, but everyone’s heard about 

Mississippi Gxddxxm. The lyrics exposed the trouble in the system and demanded 

a change of action. It was a wake up call, a shofar, to rally for the moment. 

  

When I first saw the movie “Mississippi Burning” as a teenager, it opened my eyes 

to an experience that I had read about, but could not picture.  And while my 

parents and many of their friends were active in the civil rights movement, this 

particular episode stuck with me. The movie was based on the murders of three 

civil rights workers in Mississippi on June 21, 1964. Andrew Goodman, Michael 

Schwerner, and James Cheney. Andrew and Michael were two young Jewish men 

from New York, and along with James Chaney, an African American, were 

murdered by the Klu Klux Klan. The young Jewish activists marching, helping 
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bring rights and freedom, voter registration to the disempowered lowly and 

forgotten. They were there because of what they learned growing up and in their 

Jewish education about human dignity and values, of lifting up the downtrodden, 

of the holiness in every person. They helped impel the issue to the forefront of 

concerns for many Jewish communities. The dream that it is possible in the 

United States for all her citizens. And it was these activists and this awful tragedy 

that helped inspire many Jewish leaders, religious leaders, and political leaders to 

complete the civil rights act legislation. I would like to remember those three for a 

moment here, to give honor to those who gave up their lives to help pave the road 

to freedom and dignity.  

  

It is thought that one third of the volunteers for the summer of freedom were 

Jewish people from the North. It was the summer called the Freedom Summer, 

and drew 700 college students and young adults to Mississippi to fight for civil 

rights. One year earlier Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his “I Have a Dream” 

speech and inspired so many in our country to work for civil rights.  

  

The results from this lynching in Mississippi in 1964, and other heinous acts 

within our country at that time, brought together the Jewish community, Christian 

and African American communities that moved Congress to establish the civil 

rights act of 1964. How many Jewish people found their way to this place of action 

is summed up in a quote from Mr. Mark Levy who was among the volunteers that 

summer. He said, “My Jewish teachings and values made it feel like the right thing 

to do. And growing up in the shadow of the Holocaust, I was taught that if 

discrimination was tolerated against one group, it could be turned against the 

Jews next. Opposing racism was a practical, as well as an ethical issue.” 

  

Nina Simone was one of those voices invited into the Middle-American home, on 

television, on radio, in the newspapers. She was one of the voices who was present 

it the conversation around many dinner tables and at other common gatherings. 
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She and Rabbi Shlmomo Carlebach were friends, shared a sense of justice and a 

passion for moving people through story and song.  

  

Another figure that had a profound impact upon Middle-America’s understanding 

of race was an African-American comedian named Moms Mabley who lived from 

1894 to 1975. Moms was a comedic voice of social satire that proved to be the 

foundation of so much of our social commentary and wit that followed. 

  

Moms Mabley’s life was one of struggle that led her to comedy. She was the 

mother to 6 children, but adopted the stage name of Moms as she was the mother 

and inspiration to many comedians in the 1950 and 60s. She was also a sharp 

social critic. To help you understand her wit, I’d like to share one of her jokes. I 

will paraphrase it for you here. 

  

Moms was driving through South Carolina. Not the most welcoming place to an 

African American woman driving herself in the 1950s. She went through a red 

light. The local police pulled her over and ask her if she know that she went 

through a red light. She said, “Yes officer. I did. I saw the white people driving 

through with the green lights, and I thought that the red light was for the colored 

folk. “ 

  

She helped demonstrate the ridiculous nature of the state of segregation and Jim 

Crow laws that still held on in much of our country. 

  

Later, in 1969, she recorded a moving and important song about those who have 

helped fight for freedom and civil rights, it was called “Abraham, Martin, and 

John.” And while she is not the author or original recording artist of the song, it is 

one of the most haunting presentations of this piece. Her channeling of the 

sentiments and experience of a society struggling with loss, may reveal more about 
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politics as an essentially emotional experience, than does any academic analysis or 

theory about racial and social inequality. The lyrics were simple, yet touching: 

  

Anybody here, seen my old friend Abraham - 

Can you tell me where he's gone? 

He freed a lot of people, but it seems the good die young 

But I just looked around and he's gone. 

  

Each of the 3 main verses has almost identical lyrics. Asking an important but 

unanswerable question, where have they gone? The song, as she recorded it, was 

not long after the death of Martin Luther King. She sings of 4 people of note who 

worked for civil rights and freedom in US history who were assassinated—

Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King Jr., John F. Kennedy, and Robert Kennedy. 

She was personal friends with JFK, and MLK, and knew Bobby Kennedy. So when 

she sings in this song about the loss of these great voices and leaders, she is 

mourning not just for her country, she is also mourning for herself. We, too, are 

walking on a road paved by these brave souls and the souls of many others who 

came before them. 

 

Eleh Ezkerah is a central prayer for Yom Kippur. It is often translated as the 

martyrology section. Different from Yizkor, which is about our immediate and 

personal losses, the eleh ezkerah calls upon us to reflect on people whose lives 

were taken as martyrs, as those killed for who they were, their beliefs or 

appearances. The section of prayer that follows the end of the Torah service is 

centered on the phrase, “These I remember, these I recall,” or eleh ezkerah.  Our 

traditional liturgy begins with the Roman oppression when 10 rabbis were 

executed for their teaching and following of Torah. And for contemporary Jews, 

our liturgical practice has evolved to include the memory of martyrs through the 

ages who died during the Crusades, the Inquisition, pogroms, the Holocaust, and 

for peace in Israel. It is not a far leap to connect and empathize with those who 
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have fought for civil rights, today, as well. As these brave souls fought for the 

equality of all people, so we can honor their work and lift up their hopes. Include 

the name of Michael and Andrew along with Yitzhak Rabin. When praying later on 

today we will be remembering those souls who were taken for the sake of God’s 

great name, and that our tent is wide to include them all and our prayers inclusive.   

 

So where are we as individuals, as a people, and as a country today? We need to 

help heal our country and ourselves. The work that began ensuring civil rights and 

a country of liberty and justice for all is not complete yet. As Jewish community, 

we have to confront and engage in the conversation with others because of an 

imbalance in power. We need to understand our communities better and build 

better trust in our neighborhoods with one another and with our law enforcement. 

We cannot ignore the events of Ferguson or New York City, or neglect the lives of 

so many lost on the way to establish freedom for all. 

  

Events related to social unrest this summer in cities around the United States left 

an impression upon me. It gives me concern, but it also increases my faith in the 

power of building community, and my belief in the potential to create a just and 

peaceful world. This is also encapsulated in the Jewish teaching around tikkun 

olam, that our world is in need of repair, and that humans need to join together to 

help bring about the repair and healing, and the idea of betezelem elohim, that all 

humans are created equally by God. 

  

There is too much violence and hatred in our world. We need to find one 

another, to support those with whom we share this existence, and to model the 

way of tolerance and celebration of our diversity. To help, to support, and to build 

bridges. Is there violence, in our world, yes? Is there anger, yes? But we need to 

combat that with love, understanding, and empathy. We need to help create the 

space for the healing to begin and the opening of understanding for one another. 



9 

No force can bring that, real action can bring hope into the lives of those who have 

lost it or feel abandoned. 

 

Today, Yom Kippur, is the day to reach out and to bring in. It is the very time to 

start that reconnection with your self and with the values and ideals that bring 

meaning into life—that we are here for the sake of others, and that most Jewish 

call, the call for redemption, is part of our calling into this world. We are the ones 

who first marched for freedom, who died for Torah and justice, we are the ones 

who have survived millennia of oppression, and can help bring into our world a 

better understanding. Together we can open our hearts, open our minds, open our 

children and grandchildren, and open our souls to march on a path together. 

  

That is why I see acts of anti-Semitism around the world and the concern of race 

relations in our country, a tie that connects both ideas. I believe that we are in a 

good position in Newark and in the United States in general. Particular to us, and 

to Temple Beth El, is the strong connection we have with our other communities of 

faith. It is one of my goals this year that we strengthen our connections to other 

communities of faith around us, that we try to engage in ways of learning with one 

another and understanding our concerns for the world. This is something that can 

lead us to stronger local connections, stronger neighborly relations, and begin to 

erode the prejudice, ignorance, and hatred. 

  

But our message, the Jewish message, is that we are all created in the image of 

God. 

 

Inspired by the words of the Alenu prayer, Rabbi Rami Shapiro writes, 

 

It is up to us to hallow creation, 

to respond to life with the fullness of our lives.  

It is up to us to meet the world, 
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to embrace the whole even as we wrestle with its parts. 

It is up to us to repair the world and to bind our lives to Truth.  

 

Therefore we bend the knee 

and shake off the stiffness that keeps us 

from the subtle  

graces of life 

 and the supple  

gestures of love 

With reverence and thanksgiving 

we accept our destiny 

and set for ourselves  

the task of redemption.  

  

I do not believe that all ignorance and hatred can be eradicated. It exists and our 

task is to face it with dignity and love while fighting anti-Semitism and all forms of 

bigotry, defending democratic ideals, and civil rights. In many ways, this is how we 

demonstrate with our words and actions, the world we imagine, the day that we 

hope for, a day of peace and a day of equality. In order to get there, we need to 

keep marching, and we need to keep showing our resolve, with love, our tolerance, 

and our Jewish perspective on justice and freedom. 

 

May your fast be meaningful. May the Yom Kippur day help you sharpen your 

focus and attention onto the most important work for your soul. May you be 

inscribed and sealed in the book of life for goodness and blessing.  

 

Shabbat shalom and gut yontif.  


